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The Indo-Pacific has become a central stage for global politics and the region is home to ever-increasing 
geopolitical tensions, which threaten the trade routes and supply chains passing through the Indo-Pacific. Most 
attention is focused on the great power competition between the US and China, but many middle powers are 
also active in shaping the security architecture of the region. The EU and ASEAN are two middle powers, that 
have the potential to significantly affect the geopolitics of the region. They also have similar security interests 
and have expressed their desire to cooperate on Indo-Pacific security. This study examines and compares the 
EU’s and ASEAN’s approaches to security in the Indo-Pacific.  
 
The methodology used for the study is a directed content analysis. The Indo-Pacific strategy documents of 
both actors, as well as other central strategy documents were used in the content analysis. The study focused 
on three types of measures or sectors of security. These were military, economics, and institutions, as these 
three areas have been identified as the central areas for competition and cooperation in the Indo-Pacific. The 
theoretical framework of the study was based on realist and neoliberal insights.  
 
It was found that the EU’s approach is based largely on material power, and it holds more competitive 
measures aimed at China, whereas ASEAN’s approach focuses on institution-building and cooperation. While 
the EU and ASEAN have different areas of focus, the two actors can supplement each other’s shortcomings, 
as the EU can help to provide the economic resources needed to improve security and stability in the Indo-
Pacific, and ASEAN can utilize its role as a leader in regional institutions. Cooperation between these two 
actors has the potential to significantly alter the security environment of the Indo-Pacific, but whether the EU 
and ASEAN can leverage their respective strengths effectively enough to stabilize the region remains to be 
seen.  

 
Keywords: Indo-Pacific, European Union, Association of Southeast Asian Nations, Content Analysis, 
Realism, Neoliberalism 
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Indopasifinen alue on noussut kansainvälisen politiikan keskiöön. Alue kärsii geopoliittisista jännitteistä,  
jotka ovat jatkuvasti kehittymässä huonompaan suuntaan. Nämä jännitteet uhkaavat tärkeitä ja vilkkaita 
kauppareittejä ja toimitusketjuja, jotka kulkevat Indopasifisen alueen läviste. Tähän mennessä, huomio on 
pitkälti keskittynyt suurvaltakamppailuun Yhdysvaltojen ja Kiinan välillä, mutta monet keskivallat ovat myös 
aktiivisia turvallisuustoimijoita Indopasifisella alueella. Erityisesti EU ja ASEAN ovat keskivaltoja, joilla on 
mahdollisuus vaikuttaa alueen geopolitiikkaan merkittävällä tavalla. EU:lla ja ASEAN:illa on hyvin 
samankaltaiset turvallisuusintressit ja ne ovat ilmaisseet haluunsa tehdä yhteistyötä Indopasifisen 
turvallisuuden parissa. Tämä tutkielma tarkastelee ja vertailee EU:n ja ASEAN:in lähestymistapoja 
Indopasifisen alueen turvallisuuteen.  

 
Tutkielmassa hyödynnettiin teoriaohjaavaa sisällönanalyysiä. Aineisto koostui EU:n ja ASEAN:in julkaisemista 
Indopasifisista strategioista, sekä muista keskeisistä strategisista dokumenteista. Tutkielmassa keskityttiin 
kolmeen turvallisuuden osa-alueeseen: asevoimiin, talouteen ja instituutioihin. Nämä kolme osa-aluetta ovat 
keskeisiä Indopasifisella alueella esiintyvän kilpailun ja yhteistyön kannalta. Tutkielman teoreettinen viitekehys 
pohjautuu realismin ja neoliberalismin näkökulmiin. 
 
 
Tutkielmassa havaittiin, että EU:n lähestymistapa perustuu pitkälti aineelliseen valtaan ja se pitää sisällään 
enemmän vastakkainasettelua ja kilpailullisia elementtejä, kuin ASEAN:in lähestymistapa, joka perustuu 
instituutioiden kehittämiseen ja yhteistyöhön. Vaikka EU ja ASEAN keskittyvät turvallisuuden eri osa-alueisiin, 
ne voivat korvata toistensa heikkoudet. EU pystyy tarjoamaan Indopasifisen alueen turvallisuuden kannalta 
olennaisia taloudellisia resursseja ja ASEAN puolestaan voi hyödyntää johtoasemaansa alueellisissa 
instituutioissa. EU:n ja ASEAN:in välinen yhteistyö voi mahdollisesti vaikuttaa Indopasifisen alueen 
turvallisuusympäristöön merkittävällä tavalla. On kuitenkin epäselvää, kykeneekö EU ja ASEAN 
hyödyntämään vahvuuksiaan riittävän tehokkaasti vakauttaakseen alueen geopoliittisia jännitteitä.  
 
 
Avainsanat: Indopasifinen alue, Euroopan Unioni, Kaakkois-Aasian maiden yhteistyöjärjestö, 
sisällönanalyysi, realismi, neoliberalismi 
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1.  I ntr o d u cti o n  

 

T h e E ur o p e a n E xt er n al S er vi c es A cti o n ( E E A S) h as li st e d s e v e n c h all e n g e s t h at t h e E U f a c es 

i n Asi a. Fi v e of t h es e ar e r el at e d t o t h e E U’s s e c urit y o bj e cti v es i n t h e I n d o-P a cifi c, i n cl u di n g  

“ b uil di n g t h e E U as a n A si a -P a cifi c s e c urit y a ct or ” a n d  “ rei nf or ci n g t h e E U’s str at e gi c f o c us, 

pr es e n c e a n d a cti o ns i n t h e I n d o-P a cifi c ” . I n 2 0 2 1 t h e E U r el e as e d a d o c u m e nt titl e d “ T h e E U 

str at e g y f or c o o p er ati o n i n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c ”. W hil e t h e str at e g y is n ot e x cl u si v el y f o c us e d o n 

s e c urit y, it i s o n e of t h e c e ntr al t h e m es. T h e str at e g y l a ys o ut t h e l o gi c b y w hi c h t h e E U ai m s 

t o b uil d its elf as a s e c urit y a ct or i n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c . T h e E U hi g hli g ht s t h e c e ntr alit y of 

A S E A N i n t h e s ec urit y str u ct ur es of t h e I n d o -P a cifi c , w hi c h o p e ns t h e w a y f or c o o p er ati o n as 

A S E A N als o a d v o c at es f or t h e pri n ci pl e of ‘ A S E A N C e ntr alit y’ i n t h e I n d o-P a cifi c s e c urit y 

ar c hit e ct ur e . H o w e v er, A S E A N ’s a n d t h e E U’s p ositi o ns ar e q uit e diff er e nt t o e a c h ot h er, 

c o nsi d eri n g t h at t h e A S E A N st at es ar e sit u at e d ri g ht i n t h e mi d dl e of t h e I n d o -P a cifi c , 

w h er e as t h e  E U is a n o nr e gi o n al p o w er . N e v ert h el ess , b ot h or g a ni z ati o ns s e e m  t o p oss ess 

si mil ar g o als r e g ar di n g t h e s e c urit y a n d st a bilit y of t h e I n d o -P a cifi c.  

T h e I n d o -P a cifi c  r ef ers t o t h e r e gi o n c o nsisti n g m ai nl y of t h e I n di a n O c e a n a n d t h e Asi a -

P a cifi c , alt h o u g h d efi niti o ns v ar y sli g htl y. T h e r e gi o n h as b e c o m e t h e m ai n st a g e f or gr e at-

p o w er ri v alr y b et w e e n U S A a n d C hi n a ( S a m ar a n a y a k e, 2 0 2 1; D e C astr o, 2 0 2 2) . Es p e ci all y 

C hi n a’s ass erti v e a cti o ns , w hi c h h a v e b e e n d es cri b e d as “ gra y z o n e ” t a cti cs or a cti viti es 

(Br o w n, 2 0 2 2)  i n t h e S o ut h C hi n a S e a as w ell t h e T ai w a n Str ait h a v e r ais e d c o n c er ns a n d, i n 

it s I n d o-P a cifi c str at e g y t h e  E U d es cri b es t h es e ar e as as “r e gi o n al h ot s p ots ” t h at h a v e a 

“ dir e ct i m p a ct o n E ur o p e a n s e c urit y ”.  T h es e w orri es ar e w ell -f o u n d e d. A r e c e nt e x a m pl e of 

t h e p ot e nti al f or es c al ati o n o c c urr e d w h e n C hi n a p erf or m e d a milit ar y e x er cis e, w h er e it 

pr a cti c all y s urr o u n d e d T ai w a n  wit h its n a v y  a n d fir e d 1 1 mi ssil es  i n n e ar b y w at ers, s o m e of 

w hi c h fl e w dir e ctl y o v er T ai w a n. T his e x er cis e w a s d o n e i n r es p o ns e t o a vi sit b y t h e s p e a k er 

of t h e U nit e d St at es H o u s e of R e pr es e nt ati v es, N a n c y P el osi. S u c h a n a g gr essi v e a n d l ar g e-

s c al e r es p o ns e r e v e als t h e i nt e ns e t e nsi o ns t h at ar e pr es e nt i n p arts of t h e I n d o -P a cifi c.  

I n d e e d, m a n y h a v e w ar n e d of t h e gr e at p o w ers h e a di n g t o w ar ds a  ‘ T h u c y di d es tr a p’ ( H e & 

Li, 2 0 2 0; S wi el a n d e, 2 0 1 9).  

O n t o p of t h e gr e a t-p o w er c o m p etiti o n, m a n y mi d dl e -p o w ers , s u c h as I n di a, J a p a n, A S E A N,  

a n d t h e E U  ar e  si g nifi c a nt  st a k e h ol d ers i n t h e r e gi o n, w hi c h cr e at es a tr ul y c o m pl e x 

g e o p oliti c al e n vir o n m e nt, w h er e t h e ris k of mi s c al c ul ati o ns a n d es c al ati o ns is hi g h. O n e of  
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the main reasons why so many actors are interested in the region, is that some of the world’s 

busiest maritime trade routes pass through the Indo-Pacific, and through chokepoints such as 

the Malacca Strait, making the region important for global trade and economy.  

While the EU and ASEAN seem to have similar security interests regarding the region, their 

role in the regional security architecture is not easy to grasp. One reason for this, is that both 

are nontraditional security actors. International Relations and Security Studies often focus on 

the state as the primary actor, but the EU and ASEAN are nontraditional security actors. One 

clear difference between these political unions and states, as security actors, is the lack of 

military assets under their jurisdiction, limiting the foreign policy tools available to the EU 

and ASEAN. Nevertheless, both organizations have several measures available to them and 

both have a multifaceted approach to security in the Indo-Pacific. Both organizations can also 

benefit from cooperation with one another. For the EU, having partners in the Indo-Pacific is 

necessary for power projection and thus, for pursuing its security interests (Pacheco & 

Leveringhaus, 2022). ASEAN on the other hand, is considered to have an important role as 

the mediator between great powers (Jones, 2015; Ciorciari, 2017). Increasing cooperation 

with other middle-powers can help ASEAN mediate these relations more effectively and 

thus, limit the possible negative effects of the great power competition and overall increase 

the policy options available to ASEAN.  

Whether these benefits can be realized depends on multiple factors, but the starting point is 

that the security interests and the measures that are used to achieve these interests must be 

compatible between the EU and ASEAN. So far, the overall approaches that these actors have 

regarding security in the Indo-Pacific have not been studied in a comparative and 

comprehensive manner. This is not surprising, as it has not been long since the EU expressed 

its interests in becoming an Indo-Pacific security actor. Furthermore, the EU has adopted a 

more ‘geopolitical approach’ in its foreign policy only in the past few years, which by itself 

necessitates updated studies on EU foreign and security policies.  

The Indo-Pacific is home to a multitude of security threats, both traditional and non-

traditional threats. This fact is reflected in the Indo-Pacific strategies of the EU and ASEAN. 

This increases the scope of research that can and should be done on the topic. Most of the 

research so far is focused on traditional security threats, which is justified, as they have the 

more immediate potential for serious consequences. Many of the studies on the topic are, 

however, quite one-dimensional, focusing on a single aspect of security. While this enables 
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the researchers to present a more nuanced picture of their topic, it means that there aren’t 

many studies that have attempted to explain the overall approaches of the EU or ASEAN. To 

fill these gaps and to advance the understanding of the Indo-Pacific security environment I 

aim to identify the main elements and measures included in the EU’s and ASEAN’s 

approaches towards security in the Indo-Pacific. As the most immediate security issues in the 

Indo-Pacific rise from geopolitical tensions between states, the focus of the study will be on 

how the EU and ASEAN aim to minimize the risks caused by these tensions. These measures 

will then be compared so that differences and similarities can be identified. These results 

have implications for determining the likelihood of EU-ASEAN security cooperation in the 

Indo-Pacific and the nature of such cooperation. EU-ASEAN cooperation has the potential to 

significantly alter the Indo-Pacific security environment by providing alternative structures to 

the great power competition between China and the US.  

This topic holds many theoretical and empirical challenges. First, the concept of security in 

the field of International Relations is still contested, which means that researchers must be 

able to choose, from the competing concepts, one that they believe to be the most useful and 

accurate for describing their topic of study. Indeed, in International Relations and in its 

subfield of Security studies, security is sometimes described as an ‘essentially-contested 

concept’ (Smith, 2005). When defining security, the issue is balancing between intellectual 

coherence and between inclusivity. In simpler words, if a broad definition is used, the term 

might become useless for analysis as nearly anything can be included within the term. On the 

other hand, if a narrow definition is used, many elements that could affect the safety and 

well-being of states or its citizens might fall out of the scope of what is included in security. 

As security remains as a contested concept, the researcher cannot confidently rely on 

previous definitions and frameworks regarding security, but rather must decide on what kind 

of conceptualization is most appropriate for the issue being studied. In many cases, 

researchers fail to specify their understanding of security. However, as Baldwin (1997) states: 

“One cannot use the designation of security as an essentially contested concept as an excuse 

for not formulating one’s own conception of security as clearly and precisely as possible." 

(p.12).  

To answer these issues, the nature of security and of security studies will be discussed in the 

theory section of this paper. Ultimately, Ullman’s (1983) definition of security, or rather 

definition of threats, was adopted for this study, as it is broad enough to capture the EU’s and 

ASEAN’s security concerns in the Indo-Pacific, but simultaneously it limits the scope of 
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security in a useful and meaningful way. Ullman considers threats as events that significantly 

threaten the quality of people’s lives or as events that significantly narrow the policy options 

available to states or other actors. 

Furthermore, theoretical insight will be drawn from realist and neoliberal schools, to provide 

for a deeper understanding of security and power, as power is a concept often closely linked 

to security. The decision to use realist and neoliberal insights was based on multiple factors. 

Firstly, the politics of the Indo-Pacific are largely characterized by competition and 

cooperation. While this is perhaps true of almost all international politics, this phenomenon 

of balancing between competition and cooperation is particularly intense in the Indo-Pacific. 

The region is home to multiple territorial disputes as well as the central stage for US-China 

competition, but simultaneously the stakeholders in these disputes rely heavily on the 

maritime trade routes passing through the Indo-Pacific. In a way, it seems that stakeholders 

need to balance between their geopolitical interests and trade interests. States that decide to 

pursue their geopolitical interests must necessarily take a confrontational approach, as China 

has done with most of its territorial disputes. However, even China has been quite careful to 

avoid escalations. After all, a large portion of China’s influence comes from its trade relations 

and a conflict would harm these relations. China has also shown clear willingness to further 

regional cooperation by participating in ASEAN-led security structures and by participating 

in the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP). Similarly, most stakeholders 

in the region have partaken in both confrontational and cooperative measures. The military 

build-up of the region as well as the efforts to institutionalize the regional politics are often 

contrasted with one another to showcase this balance between competition and cooperation. 

Due to the lack of a dominant competitive or cooperative logic in the region some scholars 

have called for integrating realist and neoliberal approaches when examining security in 

Southeast Asia (Sheldon, 1995; He, 2008). After all, realism lacks strong explanations for 

cooperation and neoliberalism lacks strong explanations for conflict and competition (Jervis, 

1999; Niou & Ordershook, 1991). This is of course a simplification of these two paradigms, 

but one that holds true to a large extent. This is not however, necessarily a failure on the part 

of these paradigms but rather a reflection of their areas of focus. While realism provides 

valuable tools for analyzing conflicts, competition and the confrontational side of 

international relations, neoliberalism provides tools for analyzing increasing levels of 

cooperation. As it is difficult to determine which of these two sides is more prevalent in the 

Indo-Pacific, it makes sense to find middle-ground between realism and neoliberalism. This 
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makes it possible to utilize the strengths of each approach and to avoid theoretical bias which 

might occur when using a single theoretical perspective with a clear focus. For example, 

examining the Indo-Pacific security environment only through the lens of realism might 

easily lead to overly highlighting the rising tensions, while ignoring the fact that the region 

has been relatively peaceful for decades, despite being home to several territorial disputes and 

differing geopolitical interests. Using a theoretical framework which synthesizes realism and 

neoliberalism enables to researcher to place the issues or actors into a spectrum, similar to 

that of the right-left political spectrum, instead of having to frame the issue in such a way as 

to fit into the chosen paradigm. It is certainly possible that, within a given context, in this 

case the Indo-Pacific, the actions of some actors are better explained by realist logic while 

other actors might lean towards neoliberal logic. So, the first reason for the realist-neoliberal 

framework used in this study, is that neither one excels over the other at explaining the 

geopolitics of the Indo-Pacific. While realism and neoliberalism are often contrasted to one 

another and are often considered as mutually exclusive approaches, there have been, already 

for decades, calls to do away with the unnecessarily strict realist-liberal divide (Nye, 1998).   

The second reason is that most existing research on the topic of Indo-Pacific security focus 

on three areas where the competition and cooperation are most prevalent: Military, 

economics, and institutions. Thus, taking inspiration of Buzan’s (2016) division of security 

into different ‘sectors’, a similar approach will be used, with the difference that Buzan’s 

political sector is replaced with an ‘institutional’ sector, as there is a significant presence of 

institutions and regional organizations in the Indo-Pacific. Neither realism nor neoliberalism 

excels at explaining all three of these sectors or areas of security, realism traditionally 

ignoring institutions and neoliberalism lacking explanations for the role of military in 

international relations. However, drawing insights from both schools, it is possible to 

overcome these blind spots and to provide sufficient theoretical background for all three 

sectors. The approach of synthesizing realist and liberal traditions in explaining security in 

Southeast Asia or in the Indo-Pacific is not by any means novel. Multiple scholars have 

advocated for such an approach (Sheldon, 1995; He, 2008; He, 2018).  

To further specify, the focus of this study will be on security issues and instability created by 

state-actors, mostly by China but also by the intensifying great power competition with the 

US. How the EU and ASEAN aim to minimize these threats will be examined and compared. 

Even though the EU and ASEAN have given plenty of attention to non-traditional threats in 

the Indo-Pacific, such as environmental issues, these will not be central in this study. The 
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reasoning for focusing mainly on state-actors or political unions such as the EU and ASEAN, 

is due to the ever-growing geopolitical tensions in the region, which arguably have the 

highest potential for large-scale consequences in the near future compared to other security 

issues.  

The EU’s and ASEAN’s approaches to security in the Indo-Pacific will be compared with a 

qualitative content analysis. A directed approach will be used, meaning that theories or 

existing research will be used as a starting point for the analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). In 

this case, both existing research and theoretical insights will be used to guide the content 

analysis. The existing research has identified military, economics, and institutions as the three 

most significant areas for security in the Indo-Pacific. Thus, these three themes will be the 

focus of the content analysis. Realism and neoliberalism will then be used to provide 

explanations on how these three sectors might affect security in the Indo-Pacific.  

In the content analysis, I will analyze the Indo-Pacific strategy documents of the EU and 

ASEAN as well as other central documents that outline the foreign policy approaches of these 

actors. Only central documents which have relevance to the Indo-Pacific region are included. 

So, the aim of the analysis is to identify the differences and similarities in how the EU and 

ASEAN use military, economy, and institutions in the Indo-Pacific to protect their security 

interests.  

 After the introduction, the study will continue with a section discussing the Indo-Pacific 

concept. The Indo-Pacific, as a geopolitical concept, only gained popularity in the 2010s. As 

the concept is still so new, it is not necessarily well understood. The development of a new 

geopolitical concept has been interpreted in different ways. Some have argued that the Indo-

Pacific concept is a strategy to limit China’s influence while others claim that the concept is 

aimed at forming a new “institutional setting” (He, 2018). How the Indo-Pacific came to 

replace the previously dominant concept of the Asia-Pacific, and the significance of this 

change is discussed at length. The section also provides more context for understanding why 

the Indo-Pacific has become such an important region of the world and what the security 

environment in the Indo-Pacific is like. Understanding this context is critical for studying and 

understanding the EU’s and ASEAN’s security concerns and policies in the Indo-Pacific.  

In the third section of the study, the concept of security, how it is understood in International 

Relations, and how it is studied will be covered. The section will point out many of the issues 
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r el at e d t o st u d yi n g s e c urit y, a n d h o w t h es e iss u es ar e t a c kl e d i n t hi s st u d y will b e dis c uss e d. 

I n t hi s s e cti o n, t h e t h e or eti c al fr a m e w or k f or t hi s st u d y will als o b e pr es e nt e d a n d e x pl ai n e d.  

T h e f o urt h s e cti o n will e x pl ai n t h e m et h o d ol o g y us e d f or t h e a n al ysi s, w h er e as t h e fift h 

s e cti o n c o v ers  t h e a n al ysis, t h e r es ult s, a n d dis c ussi o n o n t h es e r es ult s. T his s e cti o n is di vi d e d 

i nt o si x s m all er s e cti o ns: T h e E U’s milit ar y a p pr o a c h, t h e E U’s e c o n o mi c a p pr o a c h, t h e E U’s 

i nstit uti o nal a p pr o a c h , A S E A N’s milit ar y a p pr o a c h, A S E A N’s e c o n o mi c a p pr o a c h, a n d 

fi n all y A S E A N’s i nstit uti o n al a p pr o a c h. E a c h of t h es e ar e as will b e e x a mi n e d s e p ar at el y, 

m a ki n g it e as y t o i d e ntif y t h e diff er e n c es a n d si mil ariti es i n t h e E U’s a n d A S E A N’s s e c urit y 

m e as ur es . T h e st u d y will e n d wit h a c o n cl usi o n, w h er e t h e fi n di n gs of t h e st u d y will b e 

f urt h er dis c uss e d. Als o, t h e si g nifi c a n c e of t h e fi n di n gs f or t h e E U’s a n d A S E A N’s s e c urit y 

c o o p er ati o n, as w ell as f or t h eir r es p e cti v e r ol es i n t h e s e c urit y ar c hit e ct ur e of t h e I n d o -

P a cifi c will b e dis c uss e d.  

2.  T h e  I n d o-P a cifi c  a s a g e o p oliti c al  c o n c e pt  a n d its si g nifi c a n c e  

 

T h e  I n d o-P a cifi c h as e m er g e d as a c o m m o n  g e o p oliti c al c o n c e pt  o nl y  r e c e ntl y. T h e t er m 

“I n d o -P a cifi c ” h as b e e n us e d f or q uit e s o m e ti m e i n fi el ds s u c h as m ari n e bi ol o g y a n d 

o c e a n o gr a p h y  a n d e v e n i n g e o p oliti c al c o n t e xt t h er e ar e a f e w  m e nti o ns fr o m t h e  first h alf of 

t h e 1 9 t h c e nt ur y . H o w e v er, t h e t er m, i n a g e o p oliti c al c o nt e xt, tr ul y st art e d e m er gi n g  i n t h e 

s e c o n d h alf of t h e 2 0 0 0s a n d g ai n e d f urt h er p o p ul arit y i n t h e 2 0 1 0s. It i s c o nsi d er e d t h at t h e 

c o n c e pt of “ I n d o-P a cifi c ” h as, t o a d e gr e e, r e pl a c e d t h e pr e vi o usl y d o mi n a nt g e o p oliti c al 

c o n c e pt of “ Asi a -P a cifi c ” a n d t h at t hi s r e c o n c e pt u ali z ati o n si g nifi c a ntl y aff e cts t h e f or ei g n 

p oli ci es of diff er e nt a ct or s i n t h e r e gi o n (B er k ofs k y & Mir a c ol a, 2 0 1 9)  

G ur p e et S. K h ur a n a, a c a pt ai n fr o m t h e I n di a n n a v y is oft e n  cr e dit e d f or pi o n e eri n g t h e t er m  

“I n d o -P a cifi c ” i n a g e o p oliti c al c o nt e xt wit h hi s  2 0 0 7 p a p er “ S e c urit y of S e a L a n es: 

Pr os p e cts f or I n di a -J a p a n C o o p er ati o n ”. K h ur a n a hi g hli g ht e d t h e v al u e of s e a t r a ns p ortati o n  

t o I n di a’s s af et y a n d pr os p erit y. Aft er all, b y v ol u m e 9 7 % of I n di a’s tr a d e i s m o v e d b y s e a -

r o ut es ( K h ur a n a, 2 0 0 7). H e w as e s p e ci all y c o n c er n e d wit h I n di a’s a c c ess t o e n er g y r es o ur c es 

s u c h as cr u d e oil a n d n at ur al g as , si n c e a c c or di n g t o K h ur a n a, 7 0 % of I n di a’s e n er g y i m p orts 

m o v e t hr o u g h s e a. S u c h c o n c er ns , r e g ar di n g hi g h v ol u m es of tr a d e a n d criti c al g o o ds, s u c h as 

e n er g y r es o ur c es,  w o ul d l at er b e r e p e at e d b y m ost a ct ors t h at h a v e f or m ul at e d s o m e s ort of 

I n d o-P a cifi c str at e gi es. K h ur a n a cl ai m e d t h at I n di a a n d J a p a n h a v e  v er y  si mil ar i nt er ests i n 
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the Indo-Pacific as they are both dependent on the maritime trade routes passing through the 

region and thus, he advocated for close cooperation for India and Japan in issues regarding 

the region.  

Based on Khurana’s paper, it is not surprising that the first state where the concept of Indo-

Pacific received high-level attention was Japan. Later in the same year as Khurana’s paper 

was published the Japanese prime minister at the time Shinzo Abe visited India and gave a 

speech to the Indian parliament titled “Confluence of the Two Seas” in which he expressed 

similar thoughts and ideas as those written by Khurana. Abe majestically stated that “The 

Pacific and Indian Oceans are now bringing about a dynamic coupling as seas of freedom and 

prosperity” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs Japan, 2007), suggesting that the previous 

geographical boundaries, where the Indian Ocean and the Asia-Pacific were thought of as two 

distinct areas no longer made sense for the “broader Asia”. Rather, the Indian Ocean and the 

Asia-Pacific should be thought of as a highly interconnected region. While Abe did not use 

the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ in this speech, some experts have interpreted his words as a reframing 

or as a reconceptualization of Asian geopolitics, shifting away from the previously dominant 

concept of the ‘Asia-Pacific’, which usually excluded India and the Indian Ocean. 

(Hemmings, 2020).  

However, this new concept of the Indo-Pacific remained in very limited use. In 2011 the 

concept gained a considerable boost when the US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton wrote an 

article to the Foreign Policy -magazine titled “America’s Pacific Century”. In the article she 

wrote of US’s pivot to Asia and of India’s central role in securing economic and political 

stability in the Asia-Pacific. While Clinton did highlight India’s role, she nevertheless 

preferred to use the more established term of Asia-Pacific instead of Indo-Pacific, which she 

only used once in her article. Perhaps this was due to the fact that the term Indo-Pacific was 

not yet known well enough that it could replace the Asia-Pacific. Yet the article followed the 

trend of shifting the geopolitical center of gravity from East Asia closer to India and the 

Southeast Asian states. A month after Clinton’s article was published, the Obama 

administration announced intentions for a “strategic rebalancing”, where the US would 

increase its focus towards the Asia-Pacific, which was seen as a move to balance against 

China’s growing regional influence (De Castro, 2018). This policy of rebalancing towards the 

Asia-Pacific was later continued by Obama’s successor, president Donald Trump (Liu, 2020).  
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F oll o wi n g t hi s, i n 2 0 12  A ustr ali a ’s g o v er n m e nt p u bli s h e d a  w hit e p a p er titl e d  ‘ A ustr ali a i n 

t h e Asi a n C e nt ur y’ i n w hi c h t h e y bri efl y i ntr o d u c e d t h e I n d o-P a cifi c c o n c e pt . T h e c o nc e pt, it 

w as writt e n, c o m bi n es  W est er n P a cifi c O c e a n a n d t h e I n di a n O c e a n as o n e str at e gi c ar c . I n 

t h e n e xt y e ar A ustr ali a’s D e p art m e nt of D ef e ns e r el e as e d a w hit e p a p er t h at i n cl u d e d a 

str at e gi c o v er vi e w of t h e I n d o -P a cifi c r e gi o n, a n d th e r e gi o n w as  d es c ri b e d as a str at e gi c 

pri orit y f or A ustr ali a. T hi s is c o nsi d er e d as t h e first ti m e t h at a st at e offi ci all y a d o pt e d t h e 

I n d o-P a cifi c c o n c e pt ( T a yl or, 2 0 2 0) a n d s o o n m a n y w o ul d f oll o w.  

I n 2 0 1 3 I n d o n esi a’s mi ni st er of F or ei g n Aff airs M art y M. N at al e g a w a s h ar e d his o w n 

t h o u g ht s o n t h e t er m ‘I n d o-P a cifi c’  w hi c h h e n ot e d h a d b e c o m e m or e c o m m o n i n a 

g e o p oliti c al c o nt e xt . H e u n d erst o o d  t h e I n d o-P a cifi c as a  tri a n g ul ar ar e a w h er e  J a p a n, 

A ustr ali a a n d I n di a  f or m t h e t hr e e c or n ers, wit h t h e I n d o n esi a n ar c hi p el a g o fir ml y i n t h e 

c e nt er of t h e r e gi o n. N at al e g a w a ( 2 0 1 3) el o q u e ntl y d es cri b e d t h e r e gi o n:  

“ A mi d  it s ar c hi p el a gi c w at ers, ar e f o u n d s o m e of t h e m ost str at e gi c s e a l a n e s i n t h e 

w orl d: c o n n e cti n g t h e I n di a n a n d P a cifi c O c e a ns. S er vi n g as hi g h w a ys f or t h e 

m o v e m e nt of gl o b al tr a d e, as w ell as of p e o pl e a n d t h e ass o ci at e d i d e as a n d c ult ur al 

e x pr essi o ns t h e y bri n g f ort h.  

W hil e t h e c o n c e pt of t h e I n d o -P a cifi c h a d l ar g el y f or m e d at t his p oi nt, it w as n’t u ntil 2 0 1 6 -

2 0 1 8  u ntil m a n y st at es offi ci all y a d o pt e d t h e c o n c e pt a n d st art e d b asi n g t h eir f or ei g n p oli ci es 

o n it . O n c e a g ai n J a p a n’s pri m e mi nist er S hi n z o A b e w as at t h e f or efr o nt of r ei m a gi ni n g 

Asi a’s g e o p oliti c al e n vir o n m e nt as h e s h ar e d his t h o u g ht s o n t h e I n di a n a n d P a cifi c O c e a n’s 

as w ell as t h eir i m p ort a n c e t o t h e Asi a n a n d Afri c a n c o nti n e nts  i n t h e Si xt h T o k y o 

C o nf er e n c e o n Afri c a n D e v el o p m e nt  ( TI C A D VI). H e s p o k e of t h e o c e a ns a s pl a c es t h at 

“ v al u es fr e e d o m, r ul e of l a w a n d m ar k et e c o n o m y ” a n d is “fr e e fr o m f or c e or c o er ci o n ” 

( Mi ni str y of F or ei g n Aff airs J a p a n, 2 0 1 6). W hil e h e di d n’t e v e n us e t h e t er m ‘I n d o -P a cifi c’ i n 

his s p e e c h, p e c uli arl y t hi s b e c a m e k n o w n  as t h e e v e n t w h e n A b e u n v eil e d t h e c o n c e pt of 

‘ Fr e e a n d O p e n I n d o-P a cifi c ’ ( Xi, 2 0 2 1). T his c o n c e pt, w hi c h c a n als o b e c all e d a str at e g y or 

a visi o n, s o o n b e c a m e t h e c or n erst o n e of J a p a n ’s a p pr o a c h t o t h e I n d o-P a cifi c. Ot h er a ct ors 

w o ul d s o o n a d o pt a p pr o a c h es t h at gr e atl y r es e m bl e d t h at of J a p a n’s F OI P , a n d s o J a p a n c a n 

b e c o nsi d er e d as a c e ntr al a ct or i n d e v el o pi n g t h e I n d o -P a cifi c c o n c e pt.  T h e F OI P c o n c e pt 

h as t hr e e pill ars ( Mi ni str y of  D ef e ns e ): 

1.  Pr o m oti o n a n d est a blis h m e nt of t h e r ul e of l a w, fr e e d o m of n a vi g ati o n, fr e e tr a d e  

2.  P urs uit of e c o n o mi c pr os p erit y ( e. g. i m pr o vi n g c o n n e cti vit y)  
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3.  C o m mit m e nt t o p e a c e a n d st a bilit y  

Aft er t hi s p oi nt, t h e t er m a n d c o n c e pt of ‘I n d o -P a cifi c’ st art e d tr ul y t a ki n g off, as c o u ntr y 

aft er c o u ntr y r el e as e d t h eir o w n str at e gi es, a p pr o a c h es, visi o ns a n d pl a ns f or t h e r e gi o n. T h e 

U S es p e ci all y w as q ui c k t o a d o pt J a p a n’s F OI P -c o n c e pt as Pr esi d e nt  D o n al d Tr u m p us e d t h e 

e x a ct s a m e w or d i n g at t h e Asi a -P a cifi c E c o n o mi c C o o p er ati o n ( A P E C) s u m mit  i n 2 0 1 7 w h e n  

h e pr es e nt e d his o w n ‘ visi o n f or a fr e e a n d o p e n I n d o-P a cifi c’ . T h e U S’s offi ci al st a n c e 

b e c a m e e v e n cl e ar er as t h e N ati o n al S e c urit y Str at e g y of 2 0 1 7 i n cl u d e d a s e cti o n o n t h e 

‘I n d o-P a cifi c’ f or t h e first ti m e . W hil e t h e a p pr o a c h cl os el y e c h o e d t h at of J a p a n’s, it w as 

m or e a nt a g o nisti c  a n d c o nf r o nt ati o n al, cl e arl y pl a ci n g t h e bl a m e f or I n d o -P a cifi c’s 

g e o p oliti c al t e nsi o n s o n C hi n a. F urt h er m or e, t h e U S r e n a m e d it s ‘ U nit e d St at es P a cifi c 

C o m m a n d’ t o ‘ U nit e d St at es I n d o -P a cifi c C o m m a n d’  i n 2 0 1 8 a n d i n 2 0 1 9 t h e U S r el e as e d f or 

t h e first ti m e a pr o p er I n d o -P a cifi c str at e g y , i n t h e f or m of a d o c u m e nt titl e d ‘ Fr e e a n d O p e n 

I n d o-P a cifi c; A d v a n ci n g a s h ar e d visi o n ’. F or t h e U. S p oli c y m a k ers, t h e n e e d t o pi v ot fr o m 

t h e Asi a-P a cifi c t o t h e I n d o -P a cifi c w as cl e ar , a n d o n c e t h e U. S h a d offi ci all y a d o pt e d t h e 

I n d o-P a cifi c, it w as  i n evit a bl e t h at ot h er w est er n p o w ers w o ul d f oll o w , at l e ast t o a d e gr e e.  

I n 2 0 1 8 t h e Fr e n c h pr esi d e nt E m m a n u el M a cr o n d es cri b e d Fr a n c e as a n ‘I n d o -P a cifi c 

p o w er’ , d u e t o its o v ers e as t errit ori es l o c at e d i n t h e r e gi o n, w hi c h c o ns e q u e ntl y f or m 9 3 % of 

Fr a n c e’s e x cl usi v e e c o n o mi c z o n e  a c c or di n g t o Fr a n c e’s mi ni str y f or E ur o p e  a n d F or ei g n 

aff airs  ( 2 0 2 1). In 2 0 1 9 Fr a n c e  als o  b e c a m e t h e first E ur o p e a n c o u ntr y t o r el e as e a str at e g y 

d o c u m e nt f o c us e d o n t h e I n d o-P a cifi c r e gi o n. G er m a n y a n d t h e N et h erl a n d s r el e as e d t h eir 

d o c u m e nts i n 2 0 2 0 w hil e t h e U K a n d t h e E U r el e a s e d t h eirs i n 2 0 2 1. B y t hi s p oi nt, it is cl e ar 

t h at t h e I n d o-P a cifi c h as b e c o m e a c o m m o n w a y f or t h e w est er n p oli c y m a k ers t o u n d erst a n d 

t h e g e o p oliti cs of Asi a n m ariti m e r e gi o ns.  

Si mil arl y, m a n y  Asi a n p o w ers h a v e als o a d o pt e d t h e c o n c e pt a n d b as e d t h eir f or ei g n p oli ci es 

o n it. J a p a n w as t h e m ost pr o a cti v e i n d e v el o pi n g a n d a d o pti n g t h e c o n c e pt, b ut it h as b e e n 

f oll o w e d b y I n di a wit h its ‘I n d o-P a cifi c O c e a n’s I niti ati v e ’ a n d A S E A N  wit h its ‘ O utl o o k o n 

t h e I n d o-P a cifi c’ , b ot h of w hi c h w er e a n n o u n c e d i n 2 0 1 9.  

As  w e’ v e s e e n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c d e v el o p e d  n ot t hr o u g h t h e p oli ci es of a si n gl e a ct or, a n d n ot 

n e c ess aril y d u e t o c o ns ci o us eff ort, b ut r at h er it d e v el o p e d o v er ti m e i n diff er e nt pl a c es at t h e 

s a m e ti m e , as if t o r es p o n d t o e m er gi n g iss u es a n d tr e n ds. T h e I n d o -P a cifi c c a n 

si m ult a n e o usl y b e c o nsi d er e d a si m pl e c o n c e pt t h at c o m bi n es t h e g e o gr a p hi c ar e as of t h e 

I n di a n O c e a n a n d t h e Asi a -P a cifi c, b ut at t h e s a m e ti m e it c a n b e u n d erst o o d  i n a m or e 
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complex manner, as a geopolitical and geo-strategic concept, which affects how policies are 

formed. Khurana’s (2019) explanation is a useful starting point for understanding the “Indo-

Pacific”: 

Concepts like the “Indo-Pacific” that lead to the creation of new mental maps of how 

countries view the world are broad and evolve over a considerable period of time. The 

process is an amalgamation of the thoughts of statesmen, think-tanks, and the 

academia over many years and decades, and is underpinned by the imperatives of the 

geopolitical environment. (p.15) 

As Khurana points out, the Indo-Pacific is simply a “mental map”, which differs from the one 

that was previously mainstream. The region itself is mostly the same as it has always been, 

but due to trends that have developed over years or decades, some policymakers considered it 

useful to update the mental maps of the region.  

One reason for updating the “mental maps” seems to be inclusiveness. This reframing was 

largely initiated by Indian and Japanese policymakers due to their converging interests and 

the subsequent security cooperation between the countries (Langel, 2021; Kaura & Kuwamat, 

2021). India’s involvement in the politics of the Asia-Pacific had been underwhelming, but 

by adopting the wider concept of Indo-Pacific, India’s inclusion could be enhanced. After all, 

India’s geographical location is more central to the Indo-Pacific region than the Asia-Pacific. 

Similar trends can be seen in other actors, that aim to further justify their presence in the 

region, and this is reflected in the definitions adopted of the Indo-Pacific.  

For example, in the US’s definition the Indo-Pacific starts from US’s east coast and stretches 

to the Indian Ocean whereas the EU defines the area as starting from the east coast of Africa 

and ending in the ‘Pacific Island states’. So, the EU’s and US’s definition of the Indo-Pacific 

differs by around 8690 kilometers (distance from the Philippines to the US west coast). It 

seems that actors are prone to adopt a definition that maximizes their proximity or centrality 

in the region as is evident from the US’s, the EU’s and perhaps also Indonesia’s definition 

(where Indonesia is placed in the middle of the region). The US’s definition is the only one 

where the Indo-Pacific stretches all the way to the US’s east coast, while in the EU’s 

definition the Indo-Pacific starts from Africa’s east coast, which is closer to the EU than the 

Indian Ocean. This proximity arguably makes it easier to justify one’s role as a security actor 

in the region and this is one significant result of moving from the Asia-Pacific to the Indo-

Pacific. Such differing definitions are not surprising, but it is important to realize that “like 
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e v er y i m a gi n ati v e s p a c e, t h e I n d o -P a c ifi c is virt u all y a c o nstr u ct of c o nt est e d i nt er pr et ati o n.”  

(Xi, 2 0 2 1, p. 2 2 2) .  

M or e i nt er esti n g t h a n g e o gr a p hi c al d efi niti o ns, h o w e v er, is w h at m a k es t h e r e gi o n s o 

i m p ort a nt f or all t h es e a ct ors. T h e offi ci al r e as o ns pr o vi d e d b y diff er e nt a ct ors a n d t h eir 

str at e gi es r e p e at v er y si mil ar p oi nt s. T h e I n d o -P a cifi c r e gi o n i s i m p ort a nt b e c a us e it is h o m e 

t o 6 0 % of t h e w orl d's p o p ul ati o n, pr o d u c es 6 0 % of t h e w orl d's G D P a n d m ost of t h e w orl d’s 

e c o n o mi c gr o wt h c o m es fr o m t h e I n d o -P a cifi c ( E E A S , 2 0 2 1). T h e I n d o-P a cifi c h as s o m e of 

t h e w orl d’s b usi est tr a d e r o ut es wit h 6 0 % of all m ariti m e tr a d e p assi n g t hr o u g h it 

( C or d es m a n, B ur k e & M ol ot, 2 0 1 9), w hi c h i n cl u d es t w o criti c al m ariti m e c h o k e p oi nt s, t h e 

B a b -Al M a n d a b str ait, a n d t h e M al a c c a Str ait. A c c or di n g t o A ustr ali a’s w hit e p a p er fr o m 

2 0 1 2, t w o t hir ds of t h e w orl d’s oil s hi p m e nts p ass t hr o u g h t h e I n di a n O c e a n, m a ki n g t h e 

r o ut es criti c al f or t h e e n er g y s e c urit y of m ulti pl e st at es.  

T h us, o n e as p e ct t h at h as m a d e t h e I n d o -P a cifi c s u c h a n i m p ort a nt r e gi o n, e v e n f or a ct ors t h at 

ar e q uit e dist a nt, i s t h e r e gi o ns v al u e f or t h e w orl d’s e c o n o m y d u e t o criti c al m ariti m e tr a d e 

r o ut es. T h es e d e p e n d e n ci es h a v e t ur n e d t h e I n d o -P a cifi c i nt o a n ar e n a wit h si g nifi c a nt 

s e c urit y c o n c er ns, as a disr u pti o n of a n y s ort c o ul d pr o v e tr ul y e x p e nsi v e t o m a n y st at es. As a 

r es ult, gr e at p o w ers as w ell as m ulti pl e mi d dl e-p o w ers h a v e b e c o m e a cti v e i n t h e r e gi o n, 

w hi c h i n cr e as es t h e ris k of mis c al c ul ati o ns a n d es c al ati o ns. T his c o n v er g e n c e of e c o n o mi cs 

a n d s e c urit y is a c e ntr al p art of t h e I n d o -P a cifi c c o n c e pt. Wit h o ut t h e tr a d e r o ut es s p a n ni n g 

t h e e ntir e r e gi o n, it w o ul d n’t h a v e b e e n n e c ess ar y t o  c o m bi n e  t h e I n di a n O c e a n a n d t h e Asi a-

P a cifi c i nt o a si n g ul ar c o n c e pt. Wit h o ut t h e cr e ati o n of s u c h a c o n c e pt a ct ors w o ul d n ot h a v e 

tr e at e d t his r e gi o n as a si n gl e g e o p oliti c al ar e a, t o w ar ds w hi c h c o m pr e h e nsi v e str at e gi es 

n e e d e d t o b e cr e at e d.  

Als o, it i s i m p ort a nt t o n ot e t h at wit h o ut t h e cr e ati o n of t h e I n d o -P a cifi c c o n c e pt, it w o ul d 

h a v e b e e n diffi c ult f or t h e E U t o r ati o n ali z e p arti ci p ati n g i n Asi a n g e o p oliti cs i n a si g nifi c a nt 

m a n n er. T h e E U w as n e v er a n a cti v e pl a y er i n t h e Asi a -P a cifi c a n d w h y w o ul d it h a v e b e e n ? 

T h e tr a d e r o ut es i n Asi a -P a cifi c ar e m or e i m p ort a nt f or t h e U S t h a n t h e E U a n d t h e r e gi o n i s 

g e o gr a p hi c all y v er y dist a nt t o E ur o p e. T h e E U  di d n’t h a v e  p arti c ul arl y str o n g  i nt er ests i n t h e 

r e gi o n. T h e I n di a n O c e a n, h o w e v er, is i m p ort a nt t o t h e E U as it c o n n e cts t h e E ur o p e a n a n d 

Asi a n e c o n o mi es. T h us, t h e r e c o n c e pt u ali z ati o n of Asi a n g e o p oliti cs  w hi c h  w as m a d e t o 

b ett er i n cl u d e I n di a i n s u c h aff airs, als o  e n a bl e d t h e E U t o r ati o n ali z e m or e a cti v e 

p arti ci p ati o n.  
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While it is clear that the Indo-Pacific has become an important geopolitical concept, the 

emergence of the concept has been interpreted in quite a few different ways. One common 

view is that the Indo-Pacific concept is a balancing strategy led by the US against an ever 

more assertive China (Denisov, Paramonov, Arapova & Safranchuk, 2021; Liu, 2020; He, 

2018). Xi (2021) claims that “Strategically, the concept of “Indo-Pacific” was designed by 

the United States to counterbalance China’s rise given the latter’s growing economic and 

political weight in the region” (p. 221). While it is somewhat simplistic to consider the Indo-

Pacific as a US led project, the view that the US aims to limit China’s influence is well 

justified. In the first US Indo-Pacific strategy, formed by the Trump administration it is 

written that: 

The People’s Republic of China (PRC) practices repression at home and abroad. 

Beijing is intolerant of dissent, aggressively controls media and civil society, and 

brutally suppresses ethnic and religious minorities. Such practices, which Beijing 

exports to other countries through its political and economic influence, undermine the 

conditions that have promoted stability and prosperity in the Indo-Pacific for decades. 

(U.S Department of State, 2019, p. 21) 

US’s second Indo-Pacific strategy was formed by the Biden administration, which continued 

the strict approach towards China. In the strategy it is written that “The PRC’s coercion and 

aggression spans the globe, but it is most acute in the Indo-Pacific” (The White House, 2022, 

p. 5). It should not come as a surprise then, that many see the Indo-Pacific as a stage for great 

power competition and that this competition is seen as perhaps the main security issue in the 

Indo-Pacific (De Castro, 2021; Xi, 2021). De Castro (2021) explains US’s involvement in the 

following way: 

From the US perspective, Southeast Asia is an important region because of its 

geography (i.e. its location in the middle of the Indo-Pacific region astride the 

strategically and commercially vital sea lane routes) and its vulnerability to Chinese 

economic inducements, diplomatic pressures, and growing naval presence (p. 283) 

While the US’s approach is antagonistic towards China and the US has been one of the most 

important actors in the development of the Indo-Pacific concept, it cannot be considered 

simply as an US-led strategy. Multiple actors had already adopted the concept to some degree 

before the US and as Khurana (2019) claims “The primal catalyst for the “Indo-Pacific” 

concept was the growing strategic convergence between India and Japan with regard to the 
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i n cr e asi n g p oliti c o-milit ar y ass erti v e n ess of C hi n a ” ( p. 1 7). Als o, t h e U S a p pr o a c h v er y 

cl os el y e c h o es t h e o n e p ut f or w ar d b y J a p a n i n 2 0 1 6 , s o i nst e a d of U S b ei n g t h e a ct or t h at h as 

‘l e d’ t h e pr o c ess, it s e e m s m or e li k e t h e U S a d o pt e d a c o n c e pt t h at ot h er a ct ors h a d 

d e v el o p e d, si n c e it w as u s ef ul f or U S f or ei g n p oli c y  g o als.  

F urt h er m or e , diff er e nt a ct ors h a v e diff er e nt i nt er e sts a n d t h us, t h e y utili z e t h e c o n c e pt i n 

diff er e nt w a ys. F or e x a m pl e, i n t h e E U’s str at e g y it i s o nl y writt e n t h at t h e E U “ e n c o ur a g es 

C hi n a t o pl a y its p art i n a p e a c ef ul a n d t hri vi n g I n d o -P a cifi c r e gi o n ”, w h er e as C hi n a is n ot 

e v e n m e nti o n e d i n A S E A N’s o utl o o k. T h e E U a n d A S E A N t h e n, s e e m t o di v er g e fr o m t h e 

U S’s str at e g y . Alt h o u g h gr e at p o w er c o m p etiti o n is u n d e ni a bl y a criti c al el e m e nt of I n d o -

P a cifi c g e o p oliti cs , c o nsi d eri n g  t h e g e o p oliti cs m ai nl y  fr o m t h e st a n d p oi nt of t h e gr e at 

p o w ers , l e a v es o n e’s u n d erst a n di n g of t h e I n d o-P a cifi c o n e -di m e nsi o n al . E s p e ci all y , si n c e 

t h er e ar e m ulti pl e si g nifi c a nt mi d dl e -p o w ers a s st a k e h ol d ers.  

W hil e t h e eff ort c a n n ot b e c o nsi d er e d U S -l e d, for m ost, if n ot f or  all of t h e mi d dl e -p o w ers 

a cti v e i n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c, t h e q u esti o n of h o w t o d e al wit h C hi n a , s e e ms t o b e a c e ntr al 

t h e m e i n t h eir str at e gi es, w h et h er e x pr ess e d e x pli citl y or i m pli citl y. Th e E U a n d A S E A N 

h a v e m or e di pl o m ati c a p pr o a c h es  t h a n t h e U S, b ut it w o ul d b e a mi st a k e t o cl ai m t h at t h e y d o 

n ot c o nsi d er C hi n a as a p ot e nti al s e c urit y t hr e at. T h e A S E A N es p e ci all y  h a s pl e nt y of r e as o ns 

f or c o n c er n, d u e t o it s g e o gr a p hi c al c e ntr alit y i n t h e I n d o-P a cifi c. As Xi  d e s cri b es:  

Wit h risi n g g e o p oliti c al t e nsi o ns i n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c, A S E A N is r u n ni n g t h e ris k of 

b e c o mi n g a vi cti m of a h e g e m o ni c w ar a g ai nst C hi n a w a g e d b y t h e U nit e d St at es a n d 

it s Q u a d p art n ers, a p essi mi sti c s c e n ari o f or t h e f ut ur e of t h e I n d o-P a cifi c. ( 2 0 2 1, p. 

2 1 9)  

 O n t o p o f r u n ni n g t h e ris k of g etti n g c a u g ht b et w e e n U S-C hi n a c o m p etiti o n, A S E A N  st at es  

h a v e  t h eir o w n bil at er al i ss u es wit h C hi n a  d u e t o t h e S o ut h C hi n a S e a t errit ori al di s p ut es. 

C hi n a cl ai ms al m ost 8 0 % of t h e S o ut h C hi n a S e a ( Hi e b ert, N g u y e  ̃̂n & P oli n g , 2 0 1 5), 

o v erl a p pi n g si g nifi c a ntl y wit h Vi et n a m’s, P hili p pi n e s’, Br u n ei’s,  a n d M al a ysi a’s cl ai ms.  

T h e  E U h as als o p oi nt e d o ut C hi n a as t h e m ai n c ul prit b e hi n d t h e risi n g g e o p oliti c al t e nsi o ns 

i n t h e I n d o-P a cifi c  ( E ur o p e a n P arli a m e nt, 2 0 2 2). C hi n a ’s a cti o ns i n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c r e gi o n, 

a n d es p e ci all y i n t h e S o ut h C hi n a S e a ar e oft e n d e s cri b e d as ‘ gr a y z o n e t a cti cs’. 

Gr a y z o n e t a cti cs — c o er ci v e a cti o ns t h at ar e s h y of ar m e d c o nfli ct b ut b e y o n d n or m al 

di pl o m ati c, e c o n o mi c, a n d ot h er a cti viti es — ar e wi d el y r e c o g ni z e d as pl a yi n g a n 
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i n cr e asi n gl y i m p ort a nt r ol e i n C hi n a’s eff orts t o a d v a n c e it s d o m esti c, e c o n o mi c, 

f or ei g n p oli c y, a n d s e c urit y o bj e cti v es, p arti c ul arl y i n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c.  (Li n et al., 

2 0 2 2 , p. 1) 

T h e r e c e nt c as e  of C hi n a e n cir cli n g T ai w a n d uri n g a milit ar y e x er cis e w as q uit e a n e xtr e m e 

e x a m pl e, p er h a ps e v e n e x c e e di n g w h at i s c o nsi d er e d as ‘ gr a y z o n e’. B ut t h er e ar e pl e nt y of 

pr e vi o us e x a m pl es of C hi n a pr a cti ci n g si mil ar b e h a vi or , w hi c h h as gi v e n ris e t o c o n c er ns. 

S o m e e x a m pl es i n cl u d e b uil di n g milit ar y o ut p osts o n dis p ut e d isl a n ds, usi n g fis hi n g v ess els 

as m ariti m e militi a t o p urs u e p oliti c al o bj e cti v es ( P oli n g , M all or y & Pr et at, 2 0 2 1)  a n d 

u p d ati n g it s c o ast g u ar d l a w t o a ut h ori z e  its l a w-e nf or c e m e nt fl e ets t o “ us e l et h al f or c e o n 

f or ei g n s hi ps o p er ati n g i n C hi n a’s w at ers, i n cl u di n g t h e dis p ut e d w at ers ”  (Tr u n g, 2 0 2 1) . 

C o nsi d eri n g t h at C hi n a is a n a cti v e p arti ci p a nt i n m a n y m ariti m e a n d isl a n d dis p ut es, t h e 

g e o gr a p hi c all y a m bi g u o us n at ur e of t h e c o ast g u ar d l a w is i n d e e d al ar mi n g. T h es e a cti o ns ar e 

n ot li mit e d t o w ar ds T ai w a n eit h er. C hi n a h as pr a cti c e d si mil ar b e h a vi or t o w ar ds J a p a n i n t h e 

E ast C hi n a d u e t o t h e S e n k a k u/ Di a o y u isl a n d dis p ut es as w ell as t o w ar ds Vi et n a m a n d 

P hili p pi n es i n t h e S o ut h C hi n a S e a . F or e x a m p l e, t h e m ariti m e militi as w er e us e d t o s ei z e t h e 

c o nt est e d S c ar b or o u g h S h o al i n 2 0 1 2  as w ell as t o est a blis h a C hi n es e oil ri g n e ar t h e 

c o nt est e d  P ar a c el Isl a n ds ( P oli n g, M all or y & Pr et at, 2 0 2 1). Eri c ks o n & M arti ns o n ( 2 0 1 9) 

e x pl ai n C hi n a’s r e as o ni n g b e hi n d t h es e str at e gi es: 

B eiji n g c o n d u cts t h es e o p er ati o ns  —  m or e i nt e ns el y ass erti v e t h a n n or m al i nt erst at e 

r el ati o ns, b ut l ess i nt e ns e t h a n ar m e d c o nfli ct —  t o alt er t h e st at us q u o wit h o ut 

r es orti n g t o w ar. C hi n es e a n al yst s a n d str at e gists r e g ar d t h es e o p er ati o ns as eff orts t o 

“s af e g u ar d C hi n a’s m ariti m e ri g hts a n d i nt er ests, ” or si m pl y as “ m ariti m e ri g ht s 

pr ot e cti o n ”. T h e y i n cl u d e a cti o ns t o ass ert C hi n es e s o v er ei g nt y o v er w at er s a dj a c e nt 

t o di s p ut e d l a n d f e at ur es a n d j uris di cti o n o v er ot h er p arts of t h e o c e a n, b as e d o n 

C hi n a’s h et er o d o x i nt er pr et ati o n of i nt er n ati o n al l a w. (p. 1)  

A n ot h er c as e f or c o n c er n h as b e e n C hi n a’s e n or m o us i nfr astr u ct ur e d e v el o p m e nt pr oj e ct, t h e 

B elt a n d R o a d  ( B RI) Initi ati v e , w hi c h h as a n u m b er of pr oj e cts i n t h e I n d o-P a cifi c.  S o m e 

cl ai m t h at it i s a p art of C hi n a’s ‘ gr a n d str at e g y’ a n d is m e a nt t o i n cr e as e C hi n a’s i nfl u e n c e 

( Gr e e n, 2 0 1 8; B h att a cr a y a, 2 0 1 6). It i s als o d es cri b e d as a g e o-e c o n o mi c str at e g y , w hi c h is 

li k el y t o h a v e m or e i m p a ct o n g e o p oliti cs t h a n o n i nfr astr u ct ur e d e v el o p m e nt ( Li, 2 0 1 8). 

Si mil arl y,  M ats u m ur a ( 2 0 1 9), cl ai ms t h at t h e B RI is a “ pr o p a g a n d a i nstr u m e nt ” w hi c h h as 

b e e n us e d f or “l uri n g m a n y st at es t o c o o p er at e wit h t h e c o u ntr y ”. O n e s p e cifi c c o n c er n  is t h at 
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C hi n a c o ul d us e t h e p orts, t h at ar e b uil t or e x p a n d e d t hr o u g h t h e B elt a n d R o a d I niti ati v e, as 

str at e gi c a n d l o gi sti c al f a ciliti es f or its n a v y ( G hi a s y et al. , 2 0 1 8).  

 

 

Fi g u r e 1 . G hi a s y, S u & S a al m a n ( 2 0 1 8) T h e 2 1 st c e nt u r y M a riti m e Sil k R o a d: S e c u rit y i m pli c ati o n s a n d w a ys f o r w a r d f o r 
t h e E u r o p e a n U ni o n. St o c k h ol m i nt er n ati o n al p e a c e r es e a r c h i n stit ut e. 

 

H o w e v er, o t h ers cl ai m t h at t h e str at e gi c dri v e b e hi n d t h e B elt a n d R o a d I niti ati v e h as b e e n 

o v er v al u e d a n d t h at t h e m ai n p ur p os e is i n d e e d e c o n o mi c i n n at ur e a n d it s m ai n p ur p os e is t o 

all e vi at e C hi n a’s i n d ustri al o v er c a p a cit y ( Li, 2 0 2 0; L e v er ett & Bi n g bi n g, 2 0 1 7). A t hir d vi e w 

is t h at B RI is a n ot a cl e arl y d efi n e d c o n c e pt a n d t h at t h e pr oj e cts ar e f airl y h a p h a z ar d a n d 

pl a g u e d b y i n c o m p et e n c e, w hi c h e x p l ai ns t h e e c o n o mi c irr ati o n alit y of s o m e pr oj e cts (J o n es 

& Z e n g, 2 0 1 9).  W hi c h e v er vi e w is c orr e ct i s u p -t o-d e b at e, m ost li k el y t h er e is s o m e tr ut h t o 

all of t h e m, b ut w h at s e e ms cl e ar  at t h e v er y l e ast , is t h at p oli c y m a k ers h a v e p er c ei v e d 

i n cr e as e d e c o n o mi c c o m p etit i o n i n t h e r e gi o n, a n d n ot t h e g o o d ki n d of c o m p etiti o n eit h er. I n 

t h e 2 0 1 9 I n d o-P a cifi c str at e g y r e p ort  of t h e U S , it w as writt e n t h at C hi n a s e e ks t o “ r e or d er 

t h e r e gi o n t o it s a d v a nt a g e b y l e v er a gi n g milit ar y m o d er ni z ati o n, i nfl u e n c e o p er ati o ns, a n d 

pr e d at or y e c o n o mi cs t o c o er c e ot h er n ati o ns ” . I n t h e E U’s I n d o-P a cifi c str at e g y it i s als o 

writt e n t h at t h er e is a n i n cr e asi n g a m o u nt of “ u nf air tr a d e pr a cti c es a n d e c o n o mi c c o er ci o n ” 

pr es e nt i n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c.  

W hil e B RI is n ot n e c ess aril y t h e o n l y e c o n o mi c m e as ur e utili z e d b y C hi n a t h at h as r ais e d 

c o n c er ns, it i s t h e o n e t h at h as r e c ei v e d t h e m ost att e nti o n. A n ot h er e x a m pl e is a c as e fr o m 

2 0 1 0, w h e n C hi n es e a n d J a p a n es e c o ast g u ar d h a d a n i n ci d e nt i n t h e E ast C hi n a S e a a n d as a 

r es p o ns e C hi n a st op p e d all  r ar e e art h el e m e nt e x p orts  t o J a p a n f or t w o m o nt hs. R ar e e art h 

el e m e nts ar e criti c al f or t e c h n ol o g y i n d ustr y a n d C hi n a pr o d u c es t h e m aj orit y of t h e w orl d’s 

r ar e e art h el e m e nts. ( Kl o ss e k, K ulli k & v a n d e n B o o g art, 2 0 1 6). A m or e r e c e nt e x a m pl e is 
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when in 2021 Lithuania let Taiwan open a delegation in their capital, after which China 

stopped imports from Lithuania. Such actions threaten the global value chains and can be 

used to pressure actors to conform to Beijing’s policies.  

China has been reluctant to adopt the Indo-Pacific concept preferring instead the traditional 

Asia-Pacific framing, which signifies that Beijing also considers the concept and the 

accompanying strategies as measures aimed at limiting its influence (He & Li, 2020). In 

2020, in a press conference in Kuala Lumpur, Chinese foreign minister Wang Yi claimed that 

the Indo-Pacific “strategy” is aimed at erasing “the name of the Asia-Pacific”. In the same 

statement he continued “Facts will prove that the so-called Indo-Pacific Strategy is in essence 

a strategy that creates divisions, incites confrontation and undermines peace.” Also, The 

Mission of the People’s Republic of China to the European Union recently responded to a 

report done by the European Parliament regarding security challenges in the Indo-Pacific. In 

the response, the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ wasn’t used even once, instead the term ‘Asia-Pacific’ 

was used.  

Despite differing views, the EU and ASEAN especially, but other actors as well, must be able 

to cooperate with China in order to protect the stability of the region. The EU describes its 

approach in regard to China in its Indo-Pacific strategy as follows: 

The EU will also pursue its multifaceted engagement with China, engaging bilaterally 

to promote solutions to common challenges, cooperating on issues of common interest 

and encouraging China to play its part in a peaceful and thriving Indo-Pacific region. 

Cooperation is likely to prove difficult however, especially if China is basing its policies on 

the Asia-Pacific concept, while others are basing their policies on the larger area of the Indo-

Pacific. However, considering the high level of economic interdependence that exists 

between China and other Indo-Pacific actors, there are strong incentives for avoiding 

escalations and for resolving issues in a peaceful manner. There is a plethora of institutions 

and organizations in the Indo-Pacific that are indeed aimed at fostering cooperation and 

reducing uncertainty in the region’s security environment. Many of these are led by ASEAN, 

such as the East Asian Summit, the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) and ASEAN Defense 

Minister’s Meeting Plus (ADMM-Plus). ASEAN uses these institutions to balance between  

There are also institutions or groupings in the Indo-Pacific that are perceived as being 

directed against China. One such grouping is the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad), 

sometimes called ‘Asian NATO’, which is formed by the US, India, Japan, and Australia. 
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A n ot h er e x a m pl e is A U K U S , w hi c h is a tril at er al s e c urit y p a ct b et w e e n A ustr ali a, t h e U K, 

a n d t h e U S.  

D u e t o t h e g e o p oliti c al c o m p etiti o n o n t h e o n e h a n d a n d t h e l ar g e n u m b er  of i nstit uti o ns as 

w ell as e c o n o mi c c o o p er ati o n o n t h e ot h er h a n d , b ot h r e ali st a n d n e ol i b er al a p pr o a c h es h a v e 

b e e n us e d t o e x pl ai n t h e p oliti cs of t h e I n d o-P a cifi c. T h e r e ali st l o gi c  is p er h a ps m or e 

pr e v al e nt , s u g g esti n g t h at t he r e c o n c e pt u ali z ati o n of Asi a n g e o p oliti cs i n t h e f or m of t h e 

I n d o-P a cifi c, is i n d e e d a s ort of a str at e g y t o b al a n c e a g ai nst t h e gr o wi n g i nfl u e n c e, 

ass erti v e n ess, a n d a g gr es si o n of C hi n a. T h e n e o li b er al vi e w o n t h e ot h er h a n d, ar g u es  t h at t h e 

I n d o-P a cifi c as a c o n c e pt is ai m e d at i m pr o vi n g e c o n o mi c r el ati o ns a n d i nstit uti o n ali zi n g t h e 

r e gi o n ( H e, 2 0 1 8). T his s etti n g, w h er e a ct ors b al an c e b et w e e n c o o p er ati o n a n d c o m p etiti o n, 

is i n d e e d a c or e el e m e nt of i nt er n ati o n al p oliti cs a n d p er h a ps n o ot h er r e gi o n i n t h e w orl d 

cr yst alli z es t hi s as w ell a s  t h e I n d o-P a cifi c.  

T h e tr ut h, as is oft e n t h e c as e, is pr o b a bl y s o m e w h er e b et w e e n t h e r e ali st a n d n e o li b er al 

l o gi cs. T h e I n d o -P a cifi c  p oliti cs r es e m bl es a n e n dl ess w e b, w h er e a m ultit u d e of diff er e nt 

a ct ors utili z e a m ultit u d e of diff er e nt m e as ur es t o p urs u e t h eir p oli c y g o als, b al a n ci n g 

b et w e e n c o m p etiti o n a n d c o o p er ati o n . W hil e e a c h a ct or h as it s o w n i nt er ests a n d pl a ns t o 

p urs u e t h es e i nt er ests, w hi c h is r efl e ct e d i n t h e diff er e n c es b et w e e n str at e gi es, P a c h e c o P ar d o 

& L e v eri n g h a us ( 2 0 2 2) p oi nt o ut t hr e e c o m m o n aliti es b et w e e n m ost I n d o-P a cifi c Str at e gi es : 

1.  S e c urit y a n d e c o n o mi cs ar e a c k n o wl e d g e d as b ei n g v er y cl os el y li n k e d i n t h e I n d o -

P a cifi c r e gi o n.  

2.  I n c o ntr ast t o t h e Tr u m p a d mi nistr ati o n’s str at e g y, C hi n a is n ot tr e at e d ( e x cl usi v el y) 

as a t hr e at ( at l e ast e x pli citl y)  

3.  T h e w at ers of t h e I n d o -P a cifi c a n d S o ut h e ast Asi a a r e tr e at e d as c e ntr al t o t h e r e gi o n  

T h e first p oi nt i s es p e ci all y r el e v a nt. Vi e wi n g t h e s e c urit y of t h e I n d o -P a cifi c i n n arr o w, 

milit aristi c t er ms, d o es n ot pr es e nt t h e f ull pi ct ur e  of t h e s e c urit y e n vir o n m e nt . Es p e ci all y, i n 

t h e c as e of E U, t his li n k b etw e e n s e c urit y a n d e c o n o mi cs c a n n ot b e u n d erst at e d. Aft er all, 

w h e n dis c ussi n g s e c urit y iss u es i n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c, it is q uit e cl e ar t h at t h e E U’s t errit or y is 

n ot u n d er dir e ct t hr e at. T h e s e c urit y c o n c er ns t h at t h e E U h as i n t h e r e gi o n, ar e m ai nl y d u e t o 

t h e e c o n o mi c i m p ort a n c e of t h e r e gi o n t o E ur o p e.  

P a c h e c o P ar d o ’s & L e v eri n g h a us ’ t hr e e-p oi nt s u m m ar y is q uit e a c c ur at e a n d us ef ul, b ut a 

f o urt h p oi nt c o ul d b e a d d e d. T h at i s t h e f a ct t h at t h e r ol e of r e gi o n al i nstit uti o ns is hi g hli g ht e d 
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i n al m ost all I n d o -P a cifi c str at e gi es. M o h a n  ( 2 0 2 0, p. 1 7 7) pr o vi d es a n alt er n ati v e f o ur-p oi nt  

s u m m ar y of w h at i s i n cl u d e d i n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c str at e gi es of m ost c o u ntri e s:  

1.  b uil di n g i ss u e -b as e d c o aliti o ns a m o n g mi d dl e pl a y ers usi n g v ari o us bil at er al, 

tril at er al, a n d mi ni-l at er al f or m ats 

2.   pr o vi di n g alt er n ati v e p at h w a ys t o r e gi o n al c o n n e cti vit y b e y o n d t h e B RI  

3.  str e n gt h e ni n g r e gi o n al s e c urit y b y i n v esti n g i n or g a ni z ati o ns a n d b uil di n g c a p a cit y of 

p art n ers.  

4.  E n h a n ci n g e c o n o mi c s e c urit y b y di v ersif yi n g s u p pl y c h ai ns  

I n t hi s s e cti on I h a v e ai m e d t o pr es e nt s o m e of t h e m ost r el e v a nt s e c urit y iss u es c o n c er ni n g 

t h e I n d o-P a cifi c , as w ell as t h e wi d er p oliti cs of t h e r e gi o n. I n or d er t o p ai nt a w ell -r o u n d e d 

pi ct ur e of t h e p oliti cs of t h e I n d o -P a cifi c, t h e dis c u ssi o n w as n ot s ol el y f o c u s e d o n t h e E U 

a n d A S E A N . I nst e a d, t h e ai m w as t o e x pl ai n t h e c o nt e xt or t h e s etti n g w h er e t h es e a ct ors 

m ust o p er at e. H o w e v er, t o s u m m ari z e t h e E U’s a n d A S E A N’s p ositi o n or r ol e i n t h e I n d o-

P a cifi c, t h er e ar e t hr e e p oi nt s I w o ul d li k e t o hi g hli g ht:  

1.  T h e E U a n d A S E A N ar e i n a diffi c ult p ositi o n, c o nsi d eri n g t h e i n cr e asi n g t e nsi o ns 

b et w e e n t h e gr e at p o w ers , as w ell as t h e E U’s a n d A S E A N’s d e p e n d e n c e o n b ot h 

gr e at p o w ers  

2.  T o p urs u e t h eir i nt er ests i n t his diffi c ult p ositi o n  a n d t o a v oi d i n cr e asi n g t e nsi o ns, 

t h e y m ust us e m ultif a c et e d a p pr o a c h es  

3.  T h e E U a n d A S E A N ar e li k el y t o utili z e diff er e nt m e as ur es t o diff er e nt d e gr e es, d u e 

t o t h eir diff eri n g p ositi o ns i n r e g ar d t o s e c urit y a n d st a bilit y i n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c  

As w as m a d e cl e ar i n t his s e cti o n, t h e I n d o -P a cifi c i s h o m e t o i nt e nsif yi n g milit ar y a n d 

e c o n o m y c o o p er ati o n. M a n y a ct ors, h o w e v er, wis h t o a v oi d f urt h er t e nsi o n s, a n d t h es e a ct ors 

h a v e m a d e c all s t o d e v el o p t h e r e gi o n al s e c urit y i nstit uti o ns a n d or g a ni z ati o ns. H o w t h e E U 

a n d A S E A N pl a n t o us e i nstit uti o ns, e c o n o m y,  a n d milit ar y t o i m pr o v e t h eir s e c urit y i n t h e 

I n d o-P a cifi c will b e e x a mi n e d cl os er i n t his st u d y. B ef or e m o vi n g o n t o t h e a n al ysi s, t h e n e xt 

s e cti o n will dis c uss h o w s e c urit y is st u di e d a n d u n d erst o o d i n I nt er n ati o n al R el ati o ns a n d 

S e c urit y St u di e s, a n d t h us pr o vi d e a t h e or eti c al fr a m e w or k f or t his st u d y.  

3.  S e c urit y i n I nt er n ati o n al R el ati o n s  

 



2 0  
 

W e b eli e v e t h at t h er e ar e m a n y w a ys t o u n d erst a n d s e c urit y, a n d t h at e a c h will h a v e 

it s m erit s a n d its dr a w b a c ks. F o c usi n g o n a n y o n e el e m e nt will al w a ys m a k e s o m e 

t hi n gs cl e ar er at t h e c ost of o bs c uri n g or dist orti n g ot h ers. T h at i s t h e n at ur e of s o ci al 

t h e or y, a n d t h er e is n o es c a p e fr o m it (B u z a n & W e a v er, 1 9 9 7, p. 2 5 0) . 

I n p oliti cs, s e c urit y is oft e n us e d as a n “ a m bi g u o u s s y m b ol ” t o j ustif y o n e’s pr ef err e d  p oli ci es  

( W olf ers, 1 9 5 2). I n r es e ar c h h o w e v er, s u c h a m bi g uit y c a n l e a d t o i n c o h er e n c e. T h e iss u e 

wit h st u d yi n g s e c urit y st arts fr o m t h e c o n c e pt its elf, as it is diffi c ult t o a c c ur at el y d efi n e. 

D uri n g t h e e arl y y e ars of  I nt er n ati o n al R el ati o ns a s a s ci e n c e, t h e d e b at e w as oft e n di vi d e d 

b et w e e n t h e n arr o w , tr a diti o n al c o n c e pti o n a n d t h e br o a d er, n o n -tr a diti o n al c o n c e pti o n of 

s e c urit y.  T h e n arr o w c o n c e pt w as f o c us e d p ur el y o n t h e milit ar y as p e ct of s e c urit y , w hi c h 

h a d t h e a d v a nt a g e of b ei n g w ell -d efi n e d a n d ar g u a bl y m or e us ef ul f or a n al ysis as it r et ai n e d 

it s ‘i nt ell e ct u al c o h er e n c e’. T h e br o a d c o n c e pt o n t h e ot h er h a n d, t a k es i nt o a c c o u nt 

n o n milit ar y s e c urit y iss u es as w ell. T h e br o a d c o n c e pt h as t h e a d v a nt a g e of b ei n g a bl e t o 

st u d y a wi d er r a n g e of is s u es, b ut it s uff ers fr o m a p o orl y d efi n e d c o n c e pt of s e c urit y . Aft er 

all, if n o n milit ar y iss u es c a n b e i n cl u d e d i n t h e st u d y of s e c urit y, w h at t h a n is e x cl u d e d ? N ot 

e v er yt hi n g c a n b e i n cl u d e d i n t h e c o n c e pt of s e c urit y or els e, t h e c o n c e pt si m pl y l os es it s 

m e a ni n g.  

T h es e d a ys, it s e e ms cl e ar t h at t h e n arr o w c o n c e pt is n ot s uffi ci e nt i n t h e fi el d of I nt er n ati o n al 

R el ati o ns or its s u bfi el d of S e c urit y S t u di es. T h e r el e v a n c e of milit ar y p o w er as a t o ol t o 

a c hi e v e p oli c y g o als h a s b e e n d e cr e asi n g ( B al d wi n, 1 9 9 5)  a n d t hr e ats fr o m ot h er s o ur c es ar e 

p er h a ps  i n cr e asi n g, l e a di n g t o t h e n e e d t o utili z e t h e br o a d er c o n c e pti o n. T h e r e c e nt e x a m pl e 

of R ussi a’s att a c k t o U kr ai n e c o ul d b e c o nsi d er e d as pr o of f or eit h er a p pr o a c h b ut  

c o nsi d eri n g t h e w a y t h at t h e E U a n d U S es p e ci all y s a n cti o n e d R ussi a a n d pr o vi d e d U kr ai n e 

wit h w e a p o ns t o d ef e n d it s elf, h as l e d t o R ussi a n ot a c hi e vi n g it s g o als t hr o u g h milit ar y 

m e a ns. If t h e us a g e of milit ar y p o w er r e c ei v es s u c h o p p ositi o n, it is n ot a us ef ul f or ei g n 

p oli c y t o ol  i n m ost c as es. T h e vi ol e n c e h as n ot s pr e a d t o ot h er p arts of E ur o p e b ut t h er e is a 

c o nfli ct b ei n g f o u g ht b et w e e n R ussi a a n d t h e E U,  b ut t his fi g hti n g i s h a p p e ni n g i n t h e f or m 

of s a n cti o ns, i n t h e e c o n o mi c ar e n a. B ot h si d es ar e w e ll a w ar e t h at a n o p e n c o nfli ct b et w e e n 

t h e m, w o ul d l e a d t o u n d e sir a bl e r es ult s f or b ot h. S u c h r e as o ni n g  hi g hli g ht s t h e r ol e of t h e 

e c o n o mi c s e ct or i n p o w er, c o m p etiti o n,  a n d s e c urit y , as w ell as u n d er mi n es t h e us ef ul n ess of 

milit ar y p o w er as a f or ei g n p oli c y t o ol. Of c o urs e, t h e att a c k als o w or ks as a n e x a m pl e t h at 

st at es mi g ht still us e milit ar y p o w er t o p urs u e p oli c y o bj e cti v es a n d t h us, f or ei g n a g gr essi o n 

r e m ai ns as a t hr e at t h at m ust b e a c c o u nt e d f or.  
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T his e x a m pl e  is c o m p ar a bl e t o t h e sit u ati o n i n t h e In d o -P a cifi c. W hil e C hi n a h as t a k e n f airl y 

dr asti c milit ar y m e as ur es t o pr ess ur e it s a d v ers ari e s a n d t o p urs u e it s f or ei g n p oli c y 

o bj e cti v es, it h as us u all y b e e n c ar ef ul t o n ot cr oss t h e li mit s of c as us b elli.  N o si d e is k e e n t o 

es c al at e t h e t e nsi o ns a n d t o  tri g g er a milit ar y c o nfli ct. If milit ar y m e as ur es ar e n ot c o nsi d er e d 

as a p arti c ul arl y eff e cti v e f or ei g n p oli c y t o ol, t h e n arr o w c o n c e pt of s e c urit y is n ot v er y 

us ef ul i n t h e c as e of t h e I n d o -P a cifi c. Of c o urs e, t hi s d o es n’t m e a n t h at milit ar y m e as ur es c a n 

b e i g n or e d, it j ust m e a ns t h at s e c urit y m ust b e u n d erst o o d m or e br o a dl y. F urt h er m or e, as t h e 

E U is n ot u n d er dir e ct milit ar y t hr e at i n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c, b ut r at h er it s s e c urit y i nt er ests ar e 

str o n gl y li n k e d t o e c o n o mi cs, a wi d er c o n c e pt of s e c urit y m ust b e us e d  t o st u d y E U’s s e c urit y 

i n t h e I n d o-P a cifi c.  

T h e n arr o w v ers us br o a d d e b at e is p er h a ps a bit o ut d at e d, as m ost s c h ol ars s e e m t o 

u n d erst a n d t h at s e c urit y c a n n ot b e st u di e d i n p ur el y milit aristi c t er ms. H o w e v er, t h e iss u es 

t h at h a v e b e e n hi g hli g ht e d i n t h e d e b at e  ar e still r el e v a nt a n d pr o bl e m ati c.  W hil e t h e br o a d er 

c o n c e pt s e e ms t o h a v e b e c o m e t h e m or e p o p ul ar a p pr o a c h , a s W alt ( 1 9 9 1) d es cri b es  t h e 

br o a d c o n c e pt:  

“ R u ns  t h e ris k of e x p a n di n g "s e c urit y st u di es " e x c essi v el y; b y t hi s l o gi c, iss u es s u c h 

as p oll uti o n, di s e as e, c hil d a b us e, or e c o n o mi c r e c essi o ns c o ul d all b e vi e w e d as 

t hr e ats t o "s e c urit y. " D efi ni n g t h e fi el d i n t hi s w a y w o ul d d estr o y it s i nt ell e ct u al 

c o h er e n c e a n d m a k e it m or e diffi c ult t o d e vis e s ol uti o ns t o a n y of t h es e i m p ort a nt 

pr o bl e ms ”  ( p. 2 1 3) 

W hil e W alt r e c o g ni z e d t h e si g nifi c a n c e of n o n milit ar y s e c urit y iss u es, h e cl ai m e d t h at t h es e 

s h o ul d n ot b e i n cl u d e d i n s e c urit y st u di es , as it w o ul d wi d e n t h e fi el d t o o m u c h a n d m a k e it 

i n c o h er e nt. W alt ’s criti q u e is t hirt y y e ars ol d  a n d y et it r e m ai ns  r el e v a nt t o s e c urit y st u di es t o 

t hi s d a y. P er h a ps , d u e t o t h e f a ct t h at t h e br o a d c o n c e pt of s e c urit y h as b e c o m e t h e m or e 

p o p ul ar o n e, s e c urit y st u di es h a v e i n d e e d l ost it s “i nt ell e ct u al c o h er e n c e ” as W alt cl ai m e d, 

b ut at t h e s a m e ti m e t h e q u esti o ns of s e c urit y t h at f all o utsi d e t h e s c o p e of t h e n arr o w 

a p pr o a c h ar e t o o i m p ort a nt t o b e e x cl u d e d fr o m t h e fi el d. It s e e ms t h at w h e n it c o m es t o 

st u d yi n g s e c urit y, it i s a b al a n ci n g a ct b et w e e n c o h er e n c e a n d as ki n g i nt er esti n g q u esti o ns.   

I n d e e d, whil e s e c urit y is at t h e v er y c e nt er of b ot h I nt er n ati o n al R el ati o ns a n d S e c urit y 

St u di es, t h e c o n c e pt its elf r e m ai ns c h all e n gi n g t o gr as p. U n d erst a n di n g s e c urit y  as a n 

“ ess e nti all y  c o nt est e d c o n c e pt ” ( S mit h, 2 0 0 5), mi g ht t h e n e x pl ai n t hi s diffi c ult y. Ess e nti all y 

c o nt est e d  c o n c e pts  r ef er t o c o n c e pts t h at c o nt ai n i d e ol o gi c al el e m e nts, a n d t h us, c a n n ot b e 
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d et er mi n e d t hr o u g h e m piri c al e vi d e n c e ( Littl e, 1 9 8 1) . H o w e v er,  “ O n e c a n n ot us e t h e 

d esi g n ati o n of s e c urit y as a n ess e nti all y c o nt est e d c o n c e pt as a n e x c us e f or n ot f or m ul ati n g 

o n e’s o w n c o n c e pti o n of s e c urit y as cl e arl y a n d pr e cis el y as p ossi bl e .” ( B al d wi n, 1 9 9 7,  p. 1 2 ) 

If s e c urit y is a c c e pt e d as s u c h a c o n c e pt, it w o ul d als o m e a n a c c e pti n g t h at s e c urit y st u di es 

n e c ess aril y c o nt ai n a hi g h d e gr e e of s u bj e cti vit y d u e t o its i d e ol o gi c al el e m e nt s. T his i ss u e, 

c o m bi n e d wit h t h e f a ct t h at s e c urit y us u all y c a n n ot b e st u di e d t hr o u g h ri g or o us s ci e ntifi c 

t ests ( K ol o d zi ej, 2 0 0 5) a n d m ust i nst e a d b e st u di e d t hr o u g h i n dir e ct o bs er v ati o n , m a k e s 

s e c urit y st u di es e xtr e m el y w e a k as a s ci e n c e. W hil e t h er e m a y b e c ert ai n q u esti o ns t h at c a n 

b e st u di e d f airl y s ci e ntifi c all y a n d o bj e cti v el y, t h e s e s e e m t o b e t h e e x c e pti o ns t o t h e r ul e. As 

N y e ( 1 9 9 8 , p . 2 3 5) pr o cl ai m s “ I nt er n ati o n al r el ati o ns t h e or y is c o nstr ai n e d b y t h e f a ct t h at 

hist or y pr o vi d es a p o or s u bstit ut e f or a l a b or at or y ”  

N e v ert h el ess, t h e s u bj e ct is t o o i m p ort a nt t o n ot b e st u di e d, e v e n if it c a n n ot b e a c c o m plis h e d 

i n a “s ci e ntifi c m a n n er ”  (alt h o u g h w h et h er t hi s is p ossi bl e or n ot d e p e n ds o n o n e’s 

u n d erst a n di n g of w h at s ci e n c e is ). T h er e ar e t w o p oi nt s t h at s h o ul d b e u n d erst o o d fr o m t h es e 

iss u es. Firstl y, s e c urit y st u di es, f or t h e m ost p art, s h o ul d n ot b e a p pr o a c h e d i n a n o bj e cti v e 

m a n n er, as it c a n us u all y n ot b e a c c o m plis h e d. I nst e a d of pr et e n di n g t o p erf or m o bj e cti v e 

st u di es, it is b ett er t o a c c e pt t h e li mit ati o ns of o n e’s r es e ar c h a n d t o a c c e pt t h at a d e gr e e of 

s u bj e cti vit y is pr es e nt.  Of c o urs e, r es e ar c h ers s h o ul d ai m  t o b e as o bj e cti v e as p ossi bl e a n d 

a v oi d si m pl y pr es e nti n g o pi ni o ns, b ut  t h e y s h o ul d als o r e c o g ni z e t h at p ur e o bj e cti vit y is 

us u all y n ot p ossi bl e.  S e c o n dl y, d u e t o t h e t h e or eti c al a n d m et h o d ol o gi c al i ss u es k n o wl e d g e 

c a n n ot b e a c c u m ul at e d v er y eff e cti v el y.  T his i s w h y, i n m a n y c as es, t h e r e s e ar c h er m ust st art 

fr o m t h e v er y b e gi n ni n g a n d pr es e nt t h eir o w n u n d erst a n di n g of W h at i s s e c urit y ?  

Of c o urs e, t h e n at ur al st arti n g p oi nt i s t o st u d y t h e est a blis h e d a p pr o a c h es a n d s e e if t h e y ar e 

us ef ul t o y o ur r es e ar c h . H o w e v er, it i s e as y t o g et l ost i n t hi s first st e p. S o m e e x a m pl es of 

a p pr o a c h es t h at I c a m e a cr oss d uri n g m y r es e ar c h w er e r e ali st, li b er ali st, f e mi nist, criti c al  

t h e orist, t h e C o p e n h a g e n s c h o ol, t h e E n glis h s c h o ol, t h e W els h s c h o ol, w hi c h is als o k n o w n 

as e m a n ci p at or y r e ali s m,  M ar xist , pl ur ali st, li b er al -pl ur ali st, p ost m o d er n r e ali st, str u ct ur al 

r e ali st, n e or e ali st, n e oli b er ali st, li b er al i nstit uti o n ali st, tr a diti o n alist, n o n -tr a diti o n alist, n e o -

Gr a ms ci a nis m , i d e alist, m at eri ali st,  a n d p ost m o d er n pl ur ali st . As K ol o d zi ej’s ( 2 0 0 5) 

a c c ur at el y d es cri b es :  

T h e fr ustr ati o n a b o ut w h at t o b eli e v e or e x p e ct i s hi g hli g ht e d b y t h e f u n d a m e nt al 

dis c or d a n d d e b at e a m o n g pr a cti c e d a n d a c c o m plis h e d s c h ol ars, a n al yst s, 
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c o m m e nt at ors  a n d p oliti c al l e a d ers a b o ut w h at t h e f ut ur e h ol ds f or us as m e m b ers of 

a n e m er gi n g gl o b al s o ci et y. "  ( p. 1 1) 

T his pl et h or a of diff er e nt a p pr o a c h es o n c e a g ai n s p e a ks f or t h e c o m pl e xit y of s e c urit y as a 

c o n c e pt. It i s als o n ot s ur prisi n g t h at t h er e ar e s o m a n y diff eri n g a p pr o a c h es, c o nsi d eri n g h o w 

i m p ort a nt it is f or p e o pl e t o f e el s af e. T his i m p ort a n c e is p er h a ps r efl e ct e d i n t h e n u m b er of 

a p pr o a c h es  f or t h e st u d y of s e c urit y. W h e n s e c urit y is d efi n e d, a c h oi c e  is m a d e t o i n cl u d e 

c ert ai n t hi n gs a n d t o e x cl u d e ot h ers. T his e x cl usi o n,  h o w e v er, mi g ht r es ult i n a sit u ati o n 

w h er e s o m et hi n g t h at t hr e at e ns s o m e o n e, is e x cl u d e d fr o m t h e d efi niti o n. I n t his c as e, t h er e 

is cl e arl y a n e e d f or a n alt er n ati v e a p pr o a c h t h at i n cl u d es t hi s t hr e at i n t h e st u d y of s e c urit y , 

w hi c h e x pl ai ns w h y t h er e ar e s o m a n y diff er e nt a p pr o a c h es. T his i s als o o n e r e as o n w h y 

r es e ar c h ers m ust b e c ar ef ul wit h t h e c o n c e pt of s e c urit y. T h eir c o n c e pti o n  d et er mi n es w h at 

t h e y c a n st u d y as s e c urit y a n d h o w t h e y c a n st u d y s e c urit y.  

T his l ea ds t o a n ot h er iss u e, w hi c h is st at e c e ntris m  i n t h e st u d y of s e c urit y. T h er e ar e 

r e as o n a bl e ar g u m e nts f or t h e c e ntr al r ol e of t h e st at e, p er h a ps t h e m ost c o n vi n ci n g b ei n g t h e 

f a ct t h at st at es h a v e a m o n o p ol y o n vi ol e n c e. I n d e e d , m a n y I R s c h ol ars , pr ef er to us e 

d efi niti o ns of n ati o n al s e c urit y  i nst e a d of s e c urit y. T his is us ef ul i n t h e s e ns e t h at it s p e cifi es 

w h at ki n d of s e c urit y is b ei n g di s c uss e d, b ut if t o o m u c h att e nti o n is gi v e n t o n ati o n al 

s e c urit y, it c o m es at t h e e x p e ns e of  e x cl u d i n g m a n y i m p ort a nt  p ers p e cti v es. W h at a b o ut 

et h ni c gr o u ps t h at ar e b ei n g o p pr ess e d a n d p er h a p s e v e n sl a u g ht er e d b y t h eir o w n 

g o v er n m e nts ? T h e p e o pl e b el o n gi n g t o t his et h ni c gr o u p d o n ot f or m a n ati o n, s o d o es t h at 

m e a n s u c h e v e nts c a n n ot b e i n cl u d e d i n t h e st u d y of I R ? Als o, h o w t o st u d y 

i nt er g o v er n m e nt al u ni o n s, s u c h as t h e E U or A S E A N i n t h e c o nt e xt of s e c urit y ? T h es e u ni o ns 

ar e n ot st at es aft er all. T h e disti n cti o n b et w e e n s e c urit y a n d n ati o n al s e c urit y is us ef ul, b ut a n 

o v erl y st at e -c e ntri c a p pr o a c h m ust b e a v oi d e d, i n or d er t o n ot l os e f o c us of m a n y i m p ort a nt 

s e c urit y iss u es, w hi c h ar e n ot n e c ess aril y n ati o n al s e c urit y iss u es.  

F ort u n at el y, o n e d o es n ot n e e d t o b e f a mili ar wit h all of t h e  t h e or eti c al a n d e pist e m ol o gi c al 

a p pr o a c h es  t o b e a bl e t o r es e ar c h s e c urit y. T h er e ar e c ert ai n as p e cts t h a t s h o ul d b e  i ncl u d e d 

i n o n e’s  a p pr o a c h t o t h e st u d y of s e c urit y.  K ol o d zi ej ( 2 0 0 5) pr o vi d es a us ef ul  st arti n g p oi nt i n 

his b o o k S e c urit y a n d I nt er n ati o n al R el ati o ns . H e li sts t hr e e iss u es f or st u d yi n g s e c urit y , 

w hi c h I h a v e si m plifi e d t o t h e f or m of:  

1.  W h os e n oti o n of s e c urit y s h o ul d c o u nt ?  

2.  W h at s h o ul d b e i n cl u d e d i n t h e d efi niti o n of s e c urit y ?  
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3.  H o w t o u n d erst a n d s oft a n d h ar d p o w er i n t er ms of s e c urit y ?  

A c c or di n g t o K ol o d zi ej, t h er e is n o t h e or y or c o n c e pti o n of s e c urit y t h at p erf e ctl y a ns w ers 

t h es e q u esti o ns. H o w e v er, a n a d e q u at e a p pr o a c h m ust a ns w er t h es e q u esti o ns t o s o m e e xt e nt. 

Si mil arl y, B al d wi n ( 1 9 9 7) n ot es t h at “ O n e c o ul d s p e cif y s e c urit y wit h r es p e ct t o t h e a ct or 

w h os e v al u es ar e t o b e s e c ur e d, t h e v al u es c o n c er n e d, t h e d e gr e e of s e c urit y, t h e ki n ds of 

t hr e ats, t h e m e a ns f or c o pi n g wit h s u c h t hr e ats, t h e c osts of d oi n g s o, a n d t h e r el e v a nt ti m e 

p eri o d ”  ( p. 1 7).  

B u z a n a ns w er e d t h es e q u esti o ns q uit e w ell i n  his b o o k P e o pl e, St at es a n d F e ar , w hi c h w as 

ori gi n all y p u bli s h e d i n 1 9 8 3. B u z a n di vi d es s e c urit y i nt o f o ur diff er e nt l e v els a n d f i v e 

diff er e nt s e ct ors. T h e l e v els of a n al ysi s ar e  o n e’s w hi c h ar e q uit e  c o m m o nl y us e d i n I R 

r es e ar c h. T h e y ar e t h e i n di vi d u al l e v el , t h e n ati o n al l e v el, t h e r e gi o n al l e v el, a n d t h e 

i nt er n ati o n al l e v el. T h e s e ct ors ar e t h e m or e i nt er esti n g p art of B u z a n’s a p pr o a c h. H e cl ai ms 

t h at “t h e s e c urit y of h u m a n c oll e cti v es is aff e ct e d b y f a ct ors i n fi v e m aj or s e ct ors: milit ar y, 

p oliti c al, e c o n o mi c, s o ci et al a n d e n vir o n m e nt al ” ( B u z a n, 2 0 1 6, p. 3 8) . B u z a n’s a p pr o a c h is 

g o o d i n t w o w a ys. Firstl y, it r e m ai ns wit hi n t h e s c o p e of I nt er n ati o n al R el ati o ns , w hi c h is n ot 

a n o b vi o us t hi n g b y a n y m e a ns, as m a n y iss u es t h at t hr e at e n p e o pl e  ar e o ut si d e t h e s c o p e of 

t h e fi el d.  Th us,  B u z a n’s a p pr o a c h  a ns w ers t h e criti cis m t h at a d v o c at es of t h e n arr o w er 

a p pr o a c h pl a c e o n br o a d a p pr o a c h es . S e c o n dl y, it is a fl e xi bl e a p pr o a c h  a n d d o es n’t  o v erl y  

r estri ct t h e q u esti o ns w e c a n st u d y r e g ar di n g s e c urit y, as t h e n arr o w a p pr o a c h d o es.  

Of c o urs e, it is n ot b y a n y m e a ns p erf e ct . F or s o m e s e c urit y iss u es, it mi g ht b e diffi c ult t o 

d et er mi n e w hi c h s e ct or it f all s u n d er , if a n y. A r e c e nt e x a m pl e is t h e C O VI D-1 9 . It i s q uit e 

u n cl e ar w hi c h s e ct or dis e as es f all u n d er a n d y et di s e as es h a v e b e e n o n e of t h e m aj or t hr e ats 

t hr o u g ho ut  t h e hist or y of h u m a nit y. N e v ert h el ess, B u z a n ’s a p pr o a c h, w hil e q uit e si m pl e, is 

us ef ul, as m ost of t h e s e c urit y iss u es t h at ar e st u di e d i n I R f al l n e atl y u n d er t h es e s e ct ors. M y 

a p pr o a c h t o st u d y E U’s a n d A S E A N’s s e c urit y p oli ci es i n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c, is l o os el y b as e d 

o n B u z a n’s s e ct ors. H o w e v er, t h e p oliti c al s e ct or i s t o o wi d e,  a n d it w o ul d b e diffi c ult t o 

diff er e nti at e b et w e e n m e as ur es t h at ar e milit aristi c, e c o n o mi c,  a n d p oliti c al . T h us, i nst e a d of 

p oliti c al s e ct or, I will r e pl a c e it wit h i nstit uti o n al s e c t or. T h e diff er e n c e b et w e e n m y a p pr o a c h 

a n d B u z a n’s a p pr o a c h, is t h at B u z a n i n cl u d e d t hr e ats a n d t h e r es p o ns es t o t h es e s e ct ors. I will 

o nl y us e t h e s e ct ors t o a n al y z e, w h at ki n d of m e as ur es t h e E U a n d A S E A N h a v e a d o pt e d i n 

or d er t o r es p o n d t o s e c urit y t hr e ats i n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c.  
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G oi n g b a c k t o K ol o d zi ej’ s  a n d B al d wi n’s n oti o ns of w h at t o i n cl u d e i n c o n c e pts of s e c urit y , I 

will att e m pt t o t a c kl e t h es e q u esti o ns i n or d er to b uil d a n a p pr o pri at e c o n c e pt of s e c urit y f or 

st u d yi n g E U’s a n d A S E A N’s a p pr o a c h es t o s e c urit y i n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c. St arti n g wit h t h e 

first q u esti o n of “ w h os e s e c urit y ? ” , it c a n b e t e m pti n g t o st u d y s e c urit y fr o m t h e p ers p e cti v e 

of t h e i n di vi d u al , si n c e d a n g er a n d s af et y  c a n b e u n d erst o o d as f e eli n gs. All p e o pl e h a v e f elt 

t h es e f e eli n gs a n d it c a n b e us e d as a n e as y -t o-u n d erst a n d st arti n g p oi nt f or st u d yi n g t hr e ats 

a n d s e c urit y. As H o u g h ( 2 0 0 8) d es cri b es  t h e tr a diti o n al a p pr o a c h t o s e c urit y: “ T h e h u m a n 

p art of a h u m a n c o n diti o n h a d b e e n l ost a n d t h e t er m h a d b e c o m e s y n o n y m o us wit h 

r e al p oliti k, t h e i nt er est of t h e st at e” ( p. 4 2). F o c usi n g o n t h e i n di vi d u al i s a v ali d a p pr o a c h, as 

s e c urit y c a n b e u n d erst o o d as a “ h u m a n c o n diti o n ”. W h e n dis c ussi n g s e c uri t y or s af et y, 

p e o pl e h a v e a g o o d i nsti n cti v e u n d erst a n di n g of w h at i s m e a nt, si n c e t h e y h a v e f elt t h es e 

c o n diti o ns. T his i s o nl y tr u e h o w e v er, w h e n dis c u ssi n g si m pl e r t hr e ats, b ut i n t h e c as e of 

t hr e ats t h at ar e a r es ult of c o m pl e x  i nt er n ati o n al d y n ami cs, t h e i nsti n cti v e u n d erst a n di n g 

b e c o m es s o m e w h at irr el e v a nt. A n ot h er ar g u m e nt f or t h e  i n di vi d u al p ers p e cti v e, is t h at a n 

i n di vi d u al is a si m pl er c o n c e pt t h a n a st at e or a r e gi o n a n d w h at c o u nts as a t hr e at t o a n 

i n di vi d u al is als o cl e ar er. It c a n als o b e ar gu e d t h at g o o d s ci e n c e a n d r es e ar c h s h o ul d b e 

us ef ul t o s o ci eti es or h u m a nit y  a n d st u d yi n g h o w t o r e c o g ni z e a n d r es p o n d t o t hr e ats t h at 

mi g ht dir e ctl y aff e ct t h e i n di vi d u al  is wit h o ut a d o u bt us ef ul. P er h a ps d u e t o s u c h t hi n ki n g, 

t h e h u m a n s e c urit y a p pr o a c h  h as r e c ei v e d pl e nt y of att e nti o n . T h e U N  d es cri b es h u m a n 

s e c urit y as  “ i d e ntif yi n g a n d a d dr essi n g wi d es pr e a d a n d cr oss-c utti n g c h all e n g es t o t h e 

s ur vi v al, li v eli h o o d a n d di g nit y of t h eir p e o pl e ” a n d  “ p e o pl e -c e nt er e d , c o m pr e h e nsi v e, 

c o nt e xt -s p e cifi c a n d pr e v e nti o n -ori e nt e d r es p o ns e s t h at str e n gt h e n t h e pr ot e cti o n a n d 

e m p o w er m e nt of all p e o pl e. ”  ( UN  Tr ust F u n d f or H u m a n S e c urit y) . 

T his a p pr o a c h , wit h o ut a d o u bt, h as its us es. It mi g ht e v e n b e o n e of t h e m or e i nt ell e ct u all y 

c o h er e nt a p p r o a c h es t o s e c urit y i n i nt er n ati o n al r el ati o ns a n d o n e, t h at d o es n’t g et t o o f ar l ost 

i n t h e or y a n d a bstr a cti o n. It c o ul d, p er h a ps, e v e n b e us e d f or m y t o pi c of st u d y. D e p e n di n g o n 

o n e’s u n d erst a n di n g of s e c urit y, it c o ul d b e cl ai m e d t h at t h e E U d o es n ot f a c e a n y t hr e ats i n 

t h e I n d o-P a cifi c. Aft er all, if a vi ol e nt c o nfli ct w er e t o br e a k o ut, n o E ur o p e a n citi es w o ul d b e 

b o m b e d, n o t errit ori al c o n q u ests of E ur o p e a n l a n d w o ul d b e m a d e  a n d f or t h e m ost p art n o 

E ur o p e a n p e o pl e w o ul d b e i nj ur e d ( a p art fr o m t h e u nl u c k y t o urist s i n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c). I n 

s u c h c as es, e x a mi ni n g h o w c ert ai n e v e nts aff e ct  t h e w ell -b ei n g of t h e i n di vi d u al, c a n b e a 

us ef ul w a y t o d et er mi n e if t h e e v e nt a ct u all y t hr e at e ns t h e p e o pl e or if s e c urit y is us e d as a n 

“ a m bi g u o us s y m b ol ” . H o w e v er,  t h e st at e, w hi c h l ar g el y r e m ai ns as t h e m ai n a ct or i n 
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international politics, cannot be reduced to a collection of individuals, but rather it is 

something more complex. Threats to states are also more abstract than threats to individuals. 

A reduced capability to make policy decisions, for example, is often thought of as a threat to 

a state (Ullman, 1983).   

While individual security is perhaps the most concrete and the easiest to understand, 

unfortunately it seems that international politics and international security cannot be reduced 

to the individual level. Buzan (2016) even claims that human security is “largely redundant in 

analytical terms” (p. 7). Another reason for focusing on state security is that it is usually 

states instead of individuals that utilize military and economic power to affect foreign policy. 

Even in dictatorships, where one individual might make the most important decisions, the 

process of carrying out the decisions cannot be done by one person. Rather, the process of 

foreign policy is usually performed by the complex entities we understand as states.   

Security can also be studied at the regional or international level. If I were to study the threats 

of the Indo-Pacific, the regional level could be appropriate. In this case, the Regional Security 

Complex Theory could be used, which argues that security threats do not travel distances 

well. This study, however, is more focused on the measures taken by the EU and ASEAN 

towards the threats that exist in the Indo-Pacific, so the regional level is not applicable. The 

international level is also relevant in the sense that I am studying a European actor and a 

region that is halfway across the world, so the regional level is surpassed. Studying the EU’s 

and ASEAN’s Indo-Pacific policies through a security lens is difficult as they are peculiar 

security actors. There are plenty of theories in International Relations that aim to explain how 

a state should act, but the EU and ASEAN are not states. However, to provide an answer to 

the first issue brought up by Kolodziej and Baldwin, the issue of whose notion of security 

counts or whose values are being secured, in the case of the EU and ASEAN the most 

interesting answers can probably be found, if we focus on the security of the member states. 

This is of course somewhat ambiguous as some threats might be more prevalent to some 

member states than others, but certain shortcuts will have to be made when studying 

something as ambiguous as the approach to security by certain political unions.  

Indeed, while it is clear that the tendency in IR to view states as unitary actors that act with a 

single will towards some goals does not coincide very well with reality, the state is often 

chosen as the unit of analysis since most people can somewhat understand what is meant 

when referring to a state. However, a state’s foreign policy can make a 180 degree turn with a 
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si n gl e el e cti o n a n d s o m eti m es it mi g ht e v e n b e a m bi g u o us w h at i s m e a nt b y a ‘st at e’. 

N e v ert h el ess, st at es r e m ai n as t h e m ost us ef ul u nit of a n al ysi s w h e n dis c ussi n g i nt er n ati o n al 

p oliti cs. W hil e it m a y n ot b e i nt ell e ct u all y as c o h er e nt as t h e i n di vi d u al l e v el, us ef ul a n d 

a c c ur at e a n al ysi s c a n b e m a d e, e v e n if it r e q uir es dr asti c si m plifi c ati o ns of r e alit y .   

M or e j ustifi c ati o n f or t h e st at e l e v el a p pr o a c h will b e pr o vi d e d as w e t a c kl e t h e n e xt q u esti o n  

l ai d o ut b y K ol o d zi ej, w hi c h is “ w h at s h o ul d b e i n cl u d e d i n a d e fi niti o n of s e c urit y ? ” W e c a n 

st art b y t a ki n g a l o o k at s o m e e x a m pl es.  

K ol o d zi ej  ( 2 0 0 5, p. 2-3 ): ” S e c urit y as a h u m a nl y cr e at e d p h e n o m e n o n e m br a c es b ot h t h e us e 

of f or c e a n d c o er ci v e t hr e ats b y h u m a ns a n d t h eir a g e nts a n d t h e tr a nsf or m ati o n of t h es e 

e x c h a n g es, c h ar g e d wit h r e al or p ot e nti al vi ol e n c e, i nt o n o n -l et h al, c o ns e ns u al e x c h a n g es ” 

B u z a n  ( 2 0 1 6, p. 3 7) : "I n t h e c as e of s e c urit y, t h e dis c ussi o n is a b o ut t h e p urs uit of fr e e d o m 

fr o m t hr e at. W h e n t hi s dis c ussi o n is i n t h e c o nt e xt of t h e i nt er n ati o n al s yst e m, s e c urit y is 

a b o ut t h e a bilit y of st at es a n d s o ci eti es  t o m ai nt ai n t h eir i n d e p e n d e nt i d e ntit y a n d t h eir 

f u n cti o n al i nt e grit y "  

B o ot h ( 2 0 0 5, p. 2 3) “ S e c urit y i n w orl d p oliti cs is a n i nstr u m e nt al v al u e t h at e n a bl es p e o pl e(s) 

s o m e o p p ort u nit y t o c h o os e h o w t o li v e. It i s a m e a ns b y w hi c h i n di vi d u al s a n d c oll e cti viti es 

c a n i n v e nt a n d r ei n v e nt diff er e nt i d e as a b o ut b ei n g h u m a n. ”  

W alt (1 9 9 1 , p. 2 1 2)  “ S e c urit y st u di es m a y b e d efi n e d as t h e st u d y of t h e t hr e at, us e a n d 

c o ntr ol of milit ar y f or c e ”   

W olf e rs ( 1 9 5 2, p. 4 8 5): " S e c urit y, i n a n o bj e cti v e s e ns e, m e as ur es t h e a bs e n c e of t hr e ats t o 

a c q uir e d v al u es, i n a s u bj e cti v e s e ns e, t h e a bs e n c e of f e ar t h at s u c h v al u es will b e att a c k e d "  

B al d wi n ( 1 9 9 7, p. 1 3): " a l o w pr o b a bilit y of d a m a g e t o a c q uir e d v al u es " ( a r ef or m ul ati o n of 

W olf er’s d efi niti o n)  

Ull m a n ( 1 9 8 3, p. 1 3 3 ) “ A t hr e at t o n ati o n al s e c urit y is a n a cti o n or s e q u e n c e of e v e nts t h at 

( 1) t hr e at e ns dr asti c all y a n d o v er a r el ati v el y bri ef s p a n of ti m e t o d e gr a d e t h e q u alit y of lif e 

f or t h e i n h a bit a nts of a st at e, or ( 2) t hr e at e ns si g nifi c a ntl y t o n arr o w t h e r a n g e of p oli c y 

c h oi c es a v ail a bl e t o t h e g o v er n m e nt of a st at e or t o pri v at e, n o n g o v er n m e nt al e ntiti es 

( p ers o ns, gr o u ps, c or p or ati o ns) wit hi n t h e st at e. ” (S o,  s e c urit y w o ul d b e t h e a bs e n c e of s u c h 

e v e nts)  
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H er e  w e c a n s e e wi d e diff er e n c es b et w e e n t h e d efi niti o ns. S o m e s c h ol ars d efi n e s e c urit y 

fr o m t h e p ers p e cti v e of t h e i n di vi d u al, s o m e t hr o u g h a milit aristi c p ers p e cti v e, a n d s o m e as a 

s o m e w h at a bstr a ct v al u e. P er h a ps t h e o nl y c ert ai n c o m m o n alit y b et w e e n d efi niti o ns  of 

s e c urit y  is t h e n oti o n of t hr e ats, w h et h er or n ot t h e w or d is e x pli citl y i n cl u d e d i n t h e 

d efi niti o n. T h e si m pl est d efi niti o ns c o nsi d er  s e c urit y t o b e t h e a bs e n c e or fr e e d o m of t hr e ats. 

H o w e v er,  

“ W h at it m e a ns t o b e or t o f e el fr e e — or r el ati v el y fr e e — fr o m t h e a bs e n c e of t hr e ats i n 

w orl d p oliti cs d e p e n ds u p o n w h et h er  t h e s e c urit y iss u e b ei n g c o nsi d er e d is b y a p oliti c al 

r e ali st, a M ar xist, a f e mi nist t h e orist, a r a cist, a li b er al i nt er n ati o n ali st, or w h at e v er.”  

(B o ot h, 2 0 0 5, p. 2 1 ) 

T h e t hr e ats t h at I bri efl y c o v er e d i n t h e pr e vi o us s e cti o n  f all q uit e n e atl y i nt o t h e t hi n ki n g of 

n e or e ali sts. T h e t hr e ats t o t h e E U a n d A S E A N  i n t h e I n d o-P a ci fi c ar e m ai nl y c a us e d b y 

a n ot h er st at e, t hr o u g h milit ar y a n d e c o n o mi c m e a s ur es  a n d t h us, it w o ul d b e r e as o n a bl e t o 

st u d y th e iss u e t hr o u g h  a n e or e ali st u n d erst a n di n g of s e c urit y.  Y et, t h e a p pr o a c h es t a k e n b y 

t h e E U a n d A S E A N t o t h es e t hr e ats, d o n ot n e c ess aril y r efl e ct n e or e ali st t hi n ki n g. T h er e ar e 

n e or e ali st el e m e nts i n t h e s e a p pr o a c h es b ut t h er e ar e als o n e oli b er ali st el e m e nts , w hi c h is 

r efl e ct e d i n t h eir c o o p er ati v e a n d i nstit uti o n alist m e as ur es . T h us, t h e d efi niti o n or 

c o n c e pt u ali z ati o n of s e c urit y t h at is us e d t o st u d y t h e E U’s a n d A S E A N a p pr o a c h es, s h o ul d 

b e a bl e t o  c at er t o at l e ast b ot h t h e n e or e ali st a n d n e oli b er al a p pr o a c h es , f or w hi c h Ull m a n’s 

d efi niti o n of t hr e ats a n d s e c urit y is w ell -s uit e d. W hil e  his  d efi niti o n is o n e of n ati o n al 

s e c urit y , it t a k es i nt o a c c o u nt t hr e ats t o i n di vi d u als, w hi c h l ess e ns t h e a m bi g u o us n at ur e of 

s e c urit y b y gr o u n di n g t h e p h e n o m e n a t o s o m et hi n g t h at c a n oft e n e v e n b e m e as ur e d, w hi c h is 

q uit e a r ar e c as e i n s e c urit y st u di es. F urt h er m or e, t h e d efi niti o n is n ot li mit e d t o t h e 

i n di vi d u al, b ut i s a bl e t o als o  e n c o m p ass t h e f a ct t h at n ati o n al s e c urit y is s o m et hi n g m or e 

t h a n t h e s e c urit y of a gr o u p of i n di vi d u als. W hil e Ull m a n w as d es cri bi n g n ati o n al s e c urit y  or 

t h e t hr e ats t o s u c h, t h er e is n o r e as o n his d efi niti o n c o ul d n’t b e us e d  wit h t h e E U a n d A S E A N 

as w ell, es p e ci all y  if t h e f o c us is o n t h e s e c urit y of t h e m e m b er st at es. B al d wi n’s a n d 

W olf ers’ d efi niti o ns ar e us ef ul as w ell,  b ut Ull m a ns is  cl e ar er a n d m or e s p e cifi c.  

If w e us e Ull m a ns d efi niti o n t o d es cri b e t h e o n-g oi n g c o nfli ct b et w e e n E U a n d R ussi a, w e 

c a n s e e h o w it c o ul d b e a p pli e d i n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c c o nt e xt. T h e E U h as n ot s e e n a n y 

vi ol e n c e, r at h er all t h e fi g hti n g h as b e e n c o nt ai n e d i n U kr ai n e, w hi c h is n ot a m e m b er st at e. 

N e v ert h el ess, es p e ci all y a m o n g p oli c y m a k ers b ut als o a m o n g E U citi z e ns t h er e s e e m s t o b e 
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heightened feelings of insecurity, despite no one expecting Russia to start attacking EU 

states. This is exemplified by Finland’s and Sweden’s NATO applications. So, if there are no 

expectations of an incoming attack, why might there be feelings of insecurity? As a result of 

the conflict and the sanctions imposed by the EU states, Russia has started exporting less 

natural gas to the EU. This, among many other things, has led to strong inflation, which 

degrades the quality of life of EU citizens, especially affecting the poor. The situation is 

expected to worsen by the winter, as EU’s gas consumption will be at its highest. If a 

situation is reached, where the poorer citizens of the EU cannot afford to heat their homes 

during winter, this could be considered as a drastic degradation of quality of life and thus, can 

be considered as a threat according to Ullman’s definition. Furthermore, the situation has 

indeed lessened the policy options available to the governments of EU member states, as 

Russia has been the largest importer or fossil fuels to Europe and there are no easy 

alternatives available. So, due to Russia’s actions, EU leaders have less options in their 

energy policies as they used to have, once again making it a security issue as per Ullman’s 

definition.  

This simple exercise shows that the definition is useful in a situation, where security is more 

complex than violent conflicts. The threats that the EU and ASEAN face on the Indo-Pacific, 

mainly through the actions of China, are comparable to the situation with Russia, in the sense 

that there is a high degree of economic interdependence between actors, but at the same time 

a risk of military escalations, which is an undesirable outcome for all actors involved. A 

conflict in the Indo-Pacific, even an economic one, would likely lead to a degradation of 

quality of life for the EU and ASEAN citizens as well as reduce the policy options available 

for these political unions.  

So, the second issue raised by Koloziej, “what should be included in the definition of 

security?”, will in this case, be solved with Ullmans definition. The definition is apt for 

describing security issues that are not directed towards one’s territory, as is the case for the 

EU and Indo-Pacific. Also, as most European states are quite wealthy, the state might be able 

to temporarily protect its citizens from drastic changes to quality of life, but such actions 

usually limit the states policy options, as considerable amounts of resources must be 

expended. Such situations can also be considered with Ullmans concept of security, which is 

necessary not only in the case of the EU, ASEAN and the Indo-Pacific, but overall is 

appropriate in the current era where military action, in the developed world, has become quite 

an inefficient tool of foreign policy.  
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Let us move on to Kolodziej’s third and perhaps most difficult issue in studying security 

“how to understand soft and hard power in terms of security?” Indeed, similarly as the 

concept of security is often understood by threats, so it is also closely related to the concept 

of power, at least in International Relations theory. The amusing thing here is that security, 

which is an essentially contested concept is often understood through power, which can also 

be considered as an essentially contested concept, leading to a situation closely resembling 

that of an abstract puzzle. 

Power is a concept that is just as difficult to understand as security, but at its simplest form, 

power in international politics, can be thought of as the ability to affect other states and in this 

case such a simple understanding of power is sufficient. The EU and ASEAN are aiming to 

influence others in a way that positively affects their security, and this requires some form of 

power.  However, the more intense debate regarding power concerns the measures which can 

realistically be used to affect other states. Most theoretical approaches have a tendency to 

lean heavily on one type of measures, on one form of power without giving enough attention 

to other forms. Many theorists have the assumption, or they simply prefer to make a vast 

simplification of reality, in which there is a single dynamic which is much more prevalent in 

shaping international politics than all other dynamics. By making such simplifications it is 

possible to focus on studying the one dominating dynamic, while alternatives can be 

considered insignificant or inconsequential. For realists, the dominating dynamic would be 

competition through material power and especially military power, whereas soft power has 

traditionally received little attention. For this reason, traditional realists didn’t pay much 

attention to institutions. International politics, however, is best understood as being affected 

by an amalgamation of differing and intertwining dynamics. A state’s behavior, in most cases 

is likely to be affected by military factors, economic factors, institutions, ideas, values and so 

on. In almost any given situation, all these forces affect state behavior to some degree, 

meaning that all of these factors can be a source of power, if we understand power as the 

ability to affect the behavior of other states.  

Naturally, when analyzing state behavior, not all of these can be considered, and 

unfortunately vast simplifications of reality must be made, which is what different theoretical 

approaches are used for. As Hough (2008, p. 25) describes: 

The main paradigms of international relations offer alternative conceptual frameworks 

for comprehending the complexity that emerges from attempting to study the huge 
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volume of interactions between actors that makes up the contemporary global system. 

These different ' lenses' for making sense of this political complexity focus on very 

different ways when it comes to thinking about issues of security in International 

Relations 

The issue is that advocates of one approach often overestimate their preferred approach while 

underestimating others, often leading to one-dimensional research of international politics 

and state behavior. The main paradigms, the “lenses” are useful for focusing our attention on 

important factors but focusing too closely on one issue can make a researcher blind to other, 

equally as important factors. Indeed, most theories have something to offer but no theory can 

offer everything. Security and power are some of the most central concepts of IR, yet they 

remain challenging to grasp, especially in the Indo-Pacific setting, where the EU, ASEAN 

and many states are carefully balancing between competitive and cooperative approaches. As 

the competition and cooperation occurs in three main areas; military, economy and 

institutions, the logical approach is to utilize theoretical paradigms that have a strong focus in 

these areas. However, “given the weaknesses of single theories, many scholars advocate a 

‘tool box’ approach to synthesize certain theories to build up new frameworks in Southeast 

Asian studies” (He, 2008). Indeed, as my aim is to provide a comprehensive and well-

rounded comparison of the EU’s and ASEAN’s approaches to security in the Indo-Pacific, 

utilizing a single theory might result in overly highlighting certain aspects while disregarding 

other equally as important aspects. Sheldon (1995) claimed over twenty-five years ago that 

Southeast Asian security is best understood by combining realist and neoliberalist theories 

due to ASEAN-led institution-building but at the same time ASEAN states were improving 

their military capabilities and relying on the United States as an external security guarantor. 

These elements have remained similar in the past decades, although the risk of serious 

escalation has risen as the power balance between the US and China has shifted. 

Nevertheless, I argue that the approach of combining realist and neoliberalist theories is still 

useful for understanding not only security in the Southeast Asia, but in the entire Indo-

Pacific. The reasoning for adopting realist and neoliberalist perspectives is twofold. Firstly, 

as I have claimed the security policies in the Indo-Pacific are most visible in the areas of 

military, economy, and institutions, and so it is necessary to use theories that provide strong 

analytical tools for these areas. (neo)Realism and neoliberalism provide such tools. Secondly, 

most actors in the Indo-Pacific seem to alternate between competition and cooperation.  

simplified terms, realists focus more on competition and neoliberals more on cooperation. 
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Both excel at explaining their own area of focus, but realism is often criticized for lacking 

strong explanations for cooperation and similarly liberal approaches are often criticized for 

lacking explanations for conflicts. By using these contrasting approaches, it is possible to 

minimize their weaknesses and to provide a more nuanced understanding of the EU’s and 

ASEAN’s approaches to security.   

Before closer examining these approaches, there is another element of security and power 

that is relevant to this study. That is the nature of middle powers. Great powers receive lots of 

attention in International relations, but the EU and ASEAN are better understood as middle 

powers. Middle power and great power behavior is understood differently in International 

Relations and so let us briefly examine these differences in the context of the Indo-Pacific. 

The Indo-Pacific has many elements that are reminiscent of classic International Relations. 

The previous hegemon aiming to uphold the status quo, the revisionist rising power aiming to 

claim its position at the top, saber-rattling, coalition building and economic competition. At 

the same time, the great powers have plenty of incentives for cooperation and aversion of 

violent conflict, due to high economic interdependence as well as due to high destructive 

capabilities. 

This ambivalence of great power relations arguably opens up possibilities for the middle-

powers to be proactive in shaping international politics and this can be seen in action in the 

Indo-Pacific, where middle-powers such as Japan, India and ASEAN have been very 

proactive and where the EU is also aiming to become a significant player.  However, in IR 

there seems to be an understanding that whereas great powers can pressure actors to their will 

quite effectively due to overwhelming material resources and political capital, middle powers 

need to be more creative and utilize more multifaceted approaches to advance their interests. 

Swielande (2019) claims that whereas usually the options available to middle-powers are 

considered to be balancing or bandwagoning, in the Indo-Pacific middle-powers have a third 

option, which is cooperating with other middle-powers. The Indo-Pacific, as a geopolitical 

concept, started gaining traction due to cooperation between two middle-powers, Japan and 

India, and the region indeed has an exceptionally high presence of middle powers, especially 

now that the EU is aiming to increase its presence. Many middle powers hold similar interests 

in the region, meaning that there are chances for building large coalitions, which could 

potentially off-set the influence of great powers. Mohan (2020) shares this view and argues 

that the motive behind the Indo-Pacific strategies of many countries, is to enhance middle-
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power cooperation and thus, limit the negative effects of assertive or uncertain great powers. 

Emmers (2018, p. 47) on the other hand, argues that the rising tensions “make it much harder 

for middle powers to influence the regional security environment through the promotion of a 

rules-based order.” Such arguments are rooted in the view that both the US and China are 

pressuring smaller powers to choose sides, which leaves less space for strategic maneuvers 

(Liu & Liu, 2019; Tung, 2022).  

Scholars seem somewhat confused as to what role middle-powers can play at the Indo-

Pacific. Going back to Kolodziej’s issue of how to understand hard and soft power in terms 

of security, it seems that in the context of the Indo-Pacific, middle-powers have become more 

open to adopting measures that resemble hard power, but at the same time they are conscious 

of the fact that they are highly interdependent on both superpowers, China and the USA, 

which means that cooperative measures, often performed through institutions, remains as the 

preferred option, whenever possible. This approach taken by middle-powers in the Indo-

Pacific is often described as hedging (Tan, 2020; Yoshimatsu, 2022; Koga, 2019): 

“a national security or alignment strategy, undertaken by one state toward another, 

featuring a mix of cooperative and confrontational elements. It is often contrasted 

with balancing or bandwagoning, concepts developed during the Cold War era to 

depict the alternative strategies of resisting or accommodating a mighty or menacing 

great power” (Ciorciari & Haacke, 2019, p. 367) 

Emmers (2018, p. 42-43) also notes that the strategies of middle-powers can be divided into 

two distinct categories; “functional strategies, which advocate that middle powers utilize their 

resources to address specific issues; and normative strategies, which suggest that middle 

powers actively promote behavioral norms and rules through multilateral institutions”. While 

the focus in IR is often on the great powers, and similarly research regarding the Indo-Pacific 

has a strong focus on the US and China, it is important to remember that “Middle powers 

have enough weight to influence what happens around them so as to protect their interests. 

They can negotiate with great powers, not simply obey them. Small powers just take what 

happens” (White, 2010, p. 67).  

Indeed, the issue in IR, once again, is that the answer usually lies somewhere in-between 

different theoretical approaches, but there is a tendency to think in terms of binary opposites. 

Realism and neoliberalism certainly contain some mutually exclusive assumptions, for 

example the role of institutions in international politics or the role of relative and absolute 
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g ai ns , b ut w h e n c o nsi d eri n g p o w e r, or m or e a c c ur at el y, w h at aff e cts st at e b e h a vi or, t h er e ar e 

m ostl y artifi ci al b arri ers t o w ar ds s y nt h esi zi n g  t h es e a p pr o a c h es. J er vis ( 1 9 9 9) ar g u es t h at t h e 

diff er e n c es b et w e e n r e ali sts a n d n e oli b er als ar e n ot as wi d e as t h e y  ar e oft e n p ai nt e d as . F or 

J ervis, t h e r e ar e t w o m ai n diff er e n c es  b et w e e n t h e s c h o ols of t h o u g ht. First diff er e n c e is t h at 

r e ali sts ar e w e a k at e x pl ai ni n g c o o p er ati o n, w h er e as n e oli b er als ar e w e a k at e x pl ai ni n g 

c o nfli ct. S e c o n d diff er e n c e is t h at f or n e oli b er al s  i nstit uti o ns ar e c a us es  a n d f or r e ali sts t h e y 

ar e eff e cts . W h at t his m e a ns is t h at r e ali sts b eli e v e i nstit uti o ns ar e t o ol s of st at e cr aft, t h at ar e 

m ostl y us e d f or p urs ui n g n ati o n al i nt er ests. T h e y ar e eff e cts b or n of t h es e i nt er ests. F or 

n e oli b er als i nstit uti o ns c a n b e c a us e s f or p e a c e, st a bilit y,  a n d c o o p er ati o n. N e oli b er als, 

a c c or di n g t o J er vis, us u all y b eli e v e t h at i nstit uti o ns l e a d t o c o o p er ati o n t hr o u g h alt eri n g t h e 

pr ef er e n c es of a ct ors  a n d s o t h e y ar e c a us es i n t h e ms el v es. T his d es cri pti o n is i n n o w a y 

n o v el, as m ost s c h ol ars w o ul d pr o b a bl y d es cri b e t h e m ai n diff er e n c es si mil arl y. H o w e v er, 

r e ali st a n d n e o li b er al a p pr o a c h es ar e oft e n  s e e n as p ol ar o p p osit es, as m ut u all y e x cl usi v e  ri v al 

t h e oreti c al o utl o o ks , w hi c h  is r efl e ct e d i n t h e f a ct t h at t h e first a n d t h e t hir d ‘ gr e at d e b at es ’ of 

I nt er n ati o n al R el ati o ns f o c us e d o n t hi s di c h ot o m y. T his w a y of t hi n ki n g i n hi bit s s y nt h esi zi n g 

t h es e a p pr o a c h es, w hil e s u c h a s y nt h esis  c o ul d , i n s o m e c as es, p ai nt a f ull er pi ct ur e of m a n y 

i nt er n ati o n al p h e n o m e n a. T h e i nt er esti n g p art of  J er vis ’ d es cri pti o n is t h at ot h er t h a n t h e t w o 

diff er e n c es m e nti o n e d h er e, h e c o nsi d ers  t h at t h e diff er e n c es b et w e e n r e ali st s a n d n e oli b er als 

ar e oft e n e x a g g er at e d. Of c o urs e, r e ali s m, li b er ali s m a n d a n y off -s pri n g  of t h es e ar e n ot 

m o n olit hi c s c h o ols, s o h o w t h e diff er e n c e s ar e  p er c ei v e d, d e p e n ds o n t h e i n di vi d u al s c h ol ar 

a n d o n t h e iss u es h e or s h e c h o os es t o f o c us o n. As B u z a n  ( 1 9 9 6, p. 4 7) h as writt e n  

“ u nf ort u n at el y t h er e is n o pr e cis e c o ns e ns us o n w h er e t h e b o u n d ari es b et w e e n t h es e b o di es of 

t h o u g ht s h o ul d b e dr a w n ” W e a v er ( 1 9 9 6) als o cl ai m s t h at n e or e ali s m a n d n e oli b er ali s m ar e 

m u c h m or e c o m p ati bl e t h a n t h eir pr e vi o us c o u nt er p arts as t h e y d o n’t f o c us as m u c h o n 

m et a p h ysi cs,  a n d t h e y p ut m or e e m p h asis o n “t h e or eti c al mi ni m alis m ”.  

S h el d o n ( 1 9 9 5) h as ar g u e d t h at t h e r e ali st a n d n e oli b er al  p ar a di g m s c o e xi st i n S o ut h e ast 

Asi a n s e c urit y as st at es si m ult a n e o usl y i m pr o v e t h eir milit ar y c a p a biliti es a n d r el y o n s elf -

h el p a c c or di n g t o r e ali st l o gi c, b ut als o S o ut h e ast Asi a n st at es h a v e p ut gr e at eff ort i nt o 

d e v el o pi n g r e gi o n al c o o p er ati v e pl atf or ms, w hi c h f oll o ws n e oli b er al l o gi c. T h e s a m e tr e n d is 

still v er y visi bl e i n n ot o nl y S o ut h e ast Asi a n s e c urit y str u ct ur es b ut als o i n t h e wi d er I n d o -

P a cifi c.  

Si mil arl y ( H e, 2 0 0 8) h as a d v o c at e d f or a t h e or eti c al a p pr o a c h t h at i nt e gr at e s n e or e ali st a n d 

n e oli b er al el e m e nts. H e ar g u e d t h at i n sit u ati o ns w h er e st at es h a v e a hi g h d e gr e e of e c o n o mi c 
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interdependence power politics often occur through institutions. He refers to this as 

institutional balancing. Such an argument is somewhat of an oddity in IR theory as balance of 

power theories fall under realist tradition which often claims that institutions are not 

particularly significant factors in international politics. On the other hand, neoliberals usually 

claim that high economic interdependence and multilateral institutions lead to increased 

cooperation, instead of opening up new ways for competition. However, in reality the fact 

that institutions also serve as a platform for competition should be obvious, even if it is not 

particularly well acknowledged by mainstream IR theories. He claims that Southeast Asia is 

one region where high economic interdependence and balance of power behavior collide, 

opening way to integration of neorealist and neoliberalist logics in the form of institutional 

balancing. Donnelly (2018) shares similar ideas with He, but he refers to advocates of this 

approach as “realist institutionalists”.  

The arguments of Sheldon and He have become even more convincing in the 2010s and 

2020s. For example, trade between ASEAN and China more than doubled between 2010 and 

2019 signifying an ever-increasing degree of economic interdependence between them 

(ASEAN, 2020). At the same time, many ASEAN countries, especially those that are direct 

stakeholders in the South China sea have experienced a continuous military build-up 

(Hendler & Motta, 2021). Indeed, in Southeast Asia it is difficult to justify using realism or 

neoliberalism over the other and we can see that even multiple scholars synthesized, 

integrated or blurred the lines of realist and liberal traditions. Instead of following strict but 

ultimately vague conceptions of realism or liberalism, it should be possible to draw insights 

simultaneously from both paradigms, as they both provide useful analytical tools, 

descriptions, and theories for understanding international politics and these paradigms can be 

used to supplement each other’s weaknesses.  

For this study, I am mostly interested in how realists and neoliberals approach military, 

economy, and institutions, especially in terms of security. These insights will be useful when 

analyzing documents and statements by the EU and ASEAN. Such theoretical insights are 

necessary since, such texts usually cannot be taken at face value, but rather they must be 

interpreted.  Particularly, in matters of security, a large portion of information might be 

implicit and sometimes measures that are aimed at increasing security are not officially 

presented as such in order to avoid raising suspicion or concerns. So, realist and neoliberal 

insight will be used to 1) examine elements in the material where security goals are not 

explicit. They will work as ‘lenses’ that will help with focusing attention to the relevant 
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m att ers. 2) R e ali st a n d n e oli b er al i nsi g ht will als o b e us e d t o i nt er pr et a n d e x pl ai n t h e 

fi n di n gs. B ef or e m o vi n g o n t o t h e m et h o d ol o g y s e cti o n, I will pr es e nt f urt h er r e as o ni n g  f or 

e x a mi ni n g a n d e x pl ai ni n g I n d o -P a cifi c p oliti cs t hr o u g h r e ali st a n d n e oli b er al p ers p e cti v es 

a n d I will e x a mi n e h o w t h es e t h e or eti c al a p pr o a c h es e x pl ai n t h e r ol e of milit ar y, e c o n o m y,  

a n d i nstit uti o ns i n s h a pi n g i nt er n ati o n al r el ati o ns  a n d s e c urit y.  

3. 1 R e ali s m a n d t h e I n d o -P a cifi c  

 

” T h e  st at e a m o n g st at es, it is oft e n s ai d, c o n d u cts it s aff ai rs i n t h e br o o di n g s h a d o w of 

vi ol e n c e. B e c a us e s o m e st at es m a y at ti m es m a y u s e f or c e, all st at es m ust b e pr e p ar e d t o d o 

s o - or li v e at t h e m er c y of t h eir milit aril y m or e vi g or o us n ei g h b ors . A m o n g st at es, t h e st at e 

of n at ur e, is a st at e of w ar . ” ( W alt z, 1 9 7 9, p. 1 0 2) 

T his oft e n -q u ot e d  p ass a g e b y W alt z p ai nt s a bl e a k pi ct ur e of i nt er n ati o n al p oliti cs. B ut 

u nf ort u n at el y,  it r e m ai ns r el e v a nt. W hil e t h er e is littl e d o u bt t h at w ar, as a f or ei g n p oli c y t o o l, 

h as b e c o m e m or e i n eff e cti v e, a f a ct t h at li b er al i nstit uti o n alists w o ul d e x pl ai n t hr o u g h  

i n cr e as e d l e v els of e c o n o mi c i nt er d e p e n d e n c e a n d a hi g h er d e gr e e of i nstit uti o n ali z ati o n of 

gl o b al p oliti cs , t h e ris k of b ei n g vi cti m of milit ar y f or c e  c a n n e v er b e  c o m pl et el y s h ut o ut. 

T h e i n v asi o n of U kr ai n e b y R ussi a w as a st ar k r e mi n d er of t hi s  f or t h e w e st er n w orl d. 

P er h a ps a n ot h er r e mi n d er is t h at e c o n o mi cs a n d i nstit uti o ns ar e n ot al w a ys eff e cti v e at  

s u p pr essi n g a g gr essi o n. If a st at e is k e e n o n att a c ki n g, ulti m at el y t h e c h oi c es ar e t o gi v e i n t o 

t h e d e m a n ds of t h e a g gr ess or or t o r es p o n d wit h milit ar y p o w er.  

D u e t o t his l o gi c, st at es m ust e ns ur e t h at t h eir milit ar y is a bl e t o m o u nt a n eff e cti v e d ef e ns e 

a n d t h at t h e y ar e r el ati v el y str o n g er t h a n t h eir a d v ers ari es . T h e iss u e t h at ari s es fr o m t his 

l o gi c, is t h at o n e’s s e c urit y c a n o nl y b e i n cr e as e d b y t h e e x p e ns e of a n ot h er’s. Aft er all, if o ne 

st at e i n cr e as es it s milit ar y c a p a biliti es, t h at st at e mi g ht b e c o m e str o n g er t h a n ot h ers, a n d t h us 

w o ul d p ot e nti all y b e a bl e t o o v er w h el m it s ri v als. T o a v oi d s u c h a sit u ati o n it s ri v als will als o 

i n cr e as e t h eir milit ar y c a p a biliti es, w hi c h mi g ht l e a d t o hi g h er t e nsi o ns a n d t o a n ar ms r a c e. 

T his i ss u e is oft e n r ef err e d t o as t h e ‘ S e c urit y dil e m m a ’ ( H o u g h, 2 0 0 8; H ol m a n, 2 0 1 9). W hil e 

int er n ati o n al p oliti cs ar e o b vi o usl y n ot i n a c o nst a nt st at e of ar ms r a c e a n d c o nfli ct a n d w ar , 

t h e l o gi c a ptl y d es cri b es w h y milit ar y  p o w er r e m ai ns s o r el e v a nt, e v e n  if t h e pr e v al e n c e of 

ar m e d c o nfli ct as a f or ei g n p oli c y t o ol h as d e cr e as e d . R e ali sts oft e n e x pl ai n  p eri o ds of 

st a bilit y wit h  t h e b al a n c e of p o w er t h e or y. T h e t h e or y s u g g ests t h at st at es e n g a g e i n b e h a vi or 

t h at is aim e d at c o u nt eri n g st at es fr o m b e c o mi n g t o o p o w erf ul i n c o m p aris o n t o ot h ers. W h at 
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such balancing behavior might entail is up-to-debate, but the usefulness of balance of power 

theory, is that it can be applied to a wide variety of measures. Waltz (1979) divides balancing 

into internal and external forms. Internal balancing refers to “moves to increase economic 

capability, to increase military strength, to develop clever strategies” whereas external refers 

to “moves to strengthen and enlarge one’s own alliance or to weaken and shrink an opposing 

one” (Waltz, 1979, p. 118). Traditionally, the balance of power theory has had a strong focus 

on material capabilities and especially on military power. However, it is quite clear that 

balancing done by military action can at best explain only a tiny fraction international politics 

and state behavior. While Waltz focused largely on hard power, other scholars have advanced 

the idea of ‘soft balancing’, where the balancing is done through nonmilitary measures and 

instead institutions and economic measures are utilized. Paul (2018) defines soft balancing as  

“Restraining the power or aggressive policies of a state through international 

institutions, concerted diplomacy via limited, informal ententes, and economic 

sanctions in order to make its aggressive actions less legitimate in the eyes of the 

world and hence its strategic goals more difficult to obtain” (p. 20) 

The type of balancing that Waltz advocated for is instead referred to as ‘hard balancing’, 

which Paul (2018) describes as “hard-balancing alliances are formal arrangements, often with 

combined command structures, operational plans, bureaucratic frameworks, and military 

forces permanently stationed and ready to fight” (p. 20). So hard balancing constitutes 

measures that are thoroughly confrontational and quite rigid. For the most part, developed 

states prefer to resolve disputes without relying on such confrontational measures that will 

likely lead to higher tensions and thus, increase the risk of conflict. This might explain why 

there aren’t a lot of clear examples of hard balancing in the Indo-Pacific. The closest 

examples are the QUAD and AUKUS, but even these groupings seem to fall short of what is 

understood as hard balancing. There is also a third form of balancing which is called ‘limited 

hard balancing’, which is the middle-ground between the two. In limited hard balancing 

states participate in some form of coordinated military activity which falls short of a formal 

alliance (Paul, 2018). Such behavior is common in the Indo-Pacific, as the QUAD and 

AUKUS fall under this category and even some ASEAN states, such as Vietnam have 

participated in limited hard balancing against China by cooperating with the US (Paul, 2018).  

It can be confusing to distinguish different forms of balancing from each other, but that is not 

the main point. The point is, that the balance of power theory and the balancing behavior of 
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states is an analytical tool, which can be used to explain a wide variety of situations, 

especially if there are clear competitive elements involved. Indeed, many scholars have 

explained the behavior of middle powers in the Indo-Pacific as balancing (Cottey, 2019; 

Rubiolo, 2020; Wnukowski, 2015). Cottey (2019) claims that European states have practiced 

both hard balancing and soft balancing towards China, especially in the context of the South 

China Sea disputes. As an example of hard balancing, he refers to the Freedom of Navigation 

(FONOP) operations led by the UK and France. Cottey also points out that in the 2010s the 

EU has aimed to strengthen political and economic ties with other Asian states other than 

China, and particularly with the ASEAN states, which he sees as a form of soft balancing. 

Indeed, the EU and ASEAN upgraded their relationship to a ‘Strategic Partnership’ in 2020, 

and the EU has improved trade relations with individual ASEAN states by signing new Free 

Trade Agreements.  

Rubiolo (2020) claims that as China has become more aggressive in the territorial disputes in 

the South China Sea, some ASEAN states have responded by improving their military 

capabilities and by siding strategically with the US. Due to this dynamic, he argues that the 

regions politics is best explained by the balance of power approach. However, as ASEAN 

states are economically dependent on China and strategically dependent on the US, according 

to Rubiolo this leaves ASEAN states in a situation where balancing is challenging, as moving 

towards one great power will harm relations with the other.  

The balance of power theory, while useful in understanding the Indo-Pacific, is nevertheless 

insufficient.  Whereas the EU is in a position where it might be able to balance against 

China’s assertive behavior to some degree, the same is less true of ASEAN. The EU is 

approximately the same size economically as China, whereas ASEAN is still far behind the 

two, meaning that the EU is more capable of competing and balancing against China 

economically if necessary. This imbalance leaves ASEAN with less options than the EU. 

Tung (2022) argues that “regional states still attempt to avoid being entangled in the U.S.-

China competition by sticking to their non-alignment strategy and seeking regional 

multilateral cooperation” (p. 26). Wirth & Jenne (2022) also suggests that less powerful states 

in the Indo-Pacific are avoiding picking sides in the Sino-US rivalry, as doing so has high 

political and economic risks. Indeed, as ASEAN seems to be stuck between a rock and a hard 

place so to speak, confrontational acts that could be considered as balancing are not 

particularly appealing for ASEAN. Perhaps it would be more accurate to describe ASEAN’s 

behavior as hedging.  
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Hedging, once again, is a challenging concept, as scholars often have difficulty 

differentiating it from balancing or bandwagoning (Ciorciari & Haacke, 2019). As noted 

earlier, hedging refers to security or alignment strategies that mix cooperative and 

competitive elements. Such an understanding is of course quite vague, as states usually 

engage in some form of cooperation even when balancing against each other. The literature is 

also somewhat unclear of what type of behavior constitutes as hedging. Ciorciari & Haacke 

(2019) claim that hedging is often understood as behavior where a potential rival is engaged 

with economically and diplomatically, while adopting different forms of security policies to 

provide insurance. The line between balancing and hedging is thin, but the main difference 

perhaps is that in balancing behavior the confrontational or competitive elements are much 

more prominent, and cooperation is mostly done out of necessity. In hedging, the 

confrontational and cooperative elements are much more in balance, and the hedging actor 

might even proactively search for cooperation with a potential rival. While hedging is a 

concept that perhaps builds upon realist thought, it can also be considered as a middle ground 

between realist and liberalist tradition. So, one’s understanding of hedging might also be 

dependent on the school of thought that one subscribes to.  

While realism certainly provides useful analytical tools for understanding the politics of the 

Indo-Pacific, it falls thoroughly short. The greatest weakness of realism, not only in 

explaining the Indo-Pacific, but global politics overall, is their lack of focus on economic 

power. In an age, where states might face extremely strong backlash for utilizing military 

measures as foreign policy tools, especially against other developed states, it is necessary to 

pay much more attention to other forms of power, which are more commonly used. 

Criticizing realists is difficult in the sense that there is quite a wide variety of thinkers within 

the school, meaning that even realists might have quite fundamental differences with one 

another. However, it is widely accepted that realists, and even neorealists see military power 

as their main focus, whereas economic power is subservient to it. While some realist theories 

and thoughts, such as balance of power, can be applied to economic power, there seems to be 

quite little interest to do so. As such, realist thought on economic power seems to be 

somewhat underdeveloped. The Indo-Pacific is a region where security and economics are 

understood to be closely linked. Indeed, China is often blamed for using economic power to 

influence and coerce other countries into accepting its foreign policy (Tung, 2022). Other 

states thus, must be able to respond to this threat through economic power. However, “merely 

focusing on the projection of military power, while useful on its own terms, has nevertheless 
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i m p o v eris h e d o ur u n d erst a n di n g of t h e pr o d u cti v e r ol e ot h er f or ms of p o w er pl a y i n w orl d 

p oliti cs ”  ( Bil gi n & Elis, 2 0 0 8). As  r e ali s m i s n ot e ntir el y  eff e cti v e i n e x pl ai ni n g t h e e c o n o mi c 

as p e ct of as p e ct of i nt er n ati o n al r el ati o ns a n d h o w e c o n o m y i s c o n n e ct e d t o p o w er a n d 

s e c urit y, r e ali s m i s i ns uffi ci e nt f or e x pl ai ni n g s e c urit y i n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c.  

 

3. 2 N e oli b er alis m a n d t h e I n d o -P a cifi c  

 

T h e b al a n ci n g a p pr o a c h pr o vi d es us wit h a us ef ul t o ol f or a n al y zi n g h ar d p o w er a p pr o a c h es. 

T o c o m pr e h e nsi v el y c o m p ar e t h e E U’s a n d A S E A N’s a p pr o a c h es t o s e c urit y, w e m ust als o 

h a v e t o ol s f or a n al y zi n g e c o n o mi c s a n d i nstit uti o ns a n d t h eir r el ati o n t o s e c urit y. St arti n g 

wit h i nstit uti o ns K e o h a n e & M arti n ( 1 9 9 5) cl ai m t h at t h er e ar e at l e ast fi v e diff er e nt b e n efits 

t o i nstit uti o ns. T h es e ar e: 

1.  Pr o vi di n g i nf or m ati o n  

2.  R e d u ci n g tr a ns a cti o n c ost  

3.  M a ki n g a gr e e m e nts m or e c r e di bl e  

4.  Est a blis hi n g f o c al p oi nts f or c o o p er ati o n  

5.  F a cilit ati n g r e ci pr o cit y  

S c h ol ars oft e n d es cri b e t h e gr e at p o w er ri v alr y i n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c as a s e c urit y dil e m m a or a 

‘ T h u c y di d es tr a p’, ( B e es o n & M urr a y, 2 0 2 0; Wirt h & J e n n e, 2 0 2 2) . I n s u c h sit u ati o ns, t h e 

t e nsi o ns b et w e e n t w o st at es mi g ht k e e p risi n g st e a dil y, a n d o n c e t h e t e n si o ns r e a c h a 

s uffi ci e nt l e v el, t h e ris k of mi s c al c ul ati o ns a n d es c al ati o ns will b e hi g h. N e oli b er als or li b er al 

i nstit uti o n ali st b eli e v e t h at i nstit uti o ns mi g ht b e a bl e t o d e cr e as e t h e ris k of mi s c al c ul ati o ns 

a n d mi g ht b e a bl e t o c h e c k t h e t e nsi o ns fr o m r isi n g t o o hi g h. K e o h a n e & M arti ns list is a 

si m pl e y et eff e cti v e w a y of u n d erst a n di n g h o w i nstit uti o ns mi g ht l ess e n t h e ris k of c o nfli ct.  

A S E A N h as b e e n t h e m ost pr o mi n e nt a ct or i n b uil di n g i nstit uti o ns i n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c a n d t h e 

E U h as e x pr ess e d its s u p p ort t o t h es e A S E A N-l e d i nstit uti o ns. H e & Li ( 2 0 2 0 , p, 7) ar g u e 

t h at “O n e w a y t o d e -es c al at e t h e str at e gi c ri v alr y b et w e e n t h e U nit e d St at es a n d C hi n a is t o 

m a k e t h e I n d o -P a cifi c a n i nstit uti o n al c o nstr u ct a bl e t o f a cilit at e i nt erst at e c o o p er ati o n a n d 

t h er e b y br o a d er a n d d e e p er r e gi o n ali s m a n d m ultil at er ali s m”. S o m e s e e t h e f ail ur e of 

i nstit uti o n ali zi n g gr e at p o w er r el ati o ns i n t h e Asi a -P a cifi c as a f ail ur e of mi d dl e p o w ers t o 

aff e ct t h e s e c urit y e n vir o n m e nt i n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c ( E m m ers , 2 0 1 8). I n d e e d, i nstit uti o n-
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building will most likely remain on the shoulders of middle powers, as the US and China are 

unlikely to be proactive in building security related institutions in the region, as there is a 

chance that strong institutions might de-legitimize their hard power approaches, which are a 

significant part of their influence. Also, the US and China might be pessimistic about finding 

solutions to their differences through multilateral institutions. However, if the EU becomes an 

active supporter of ASEAN-led institutions, there is a possibility for these institutions gaining 

enough weight through the support of multiple significant middle powers to pressure the 

great powers towards more active participation in multilateral institutions. Nevertheless, it 

seems clear that currently the security institutions of the region, such as ASEAN plus three, 

ASEAN Regional Forum and East Asia Summit are insufficient for dealing with the issues 

facing the Indo-Pacific. These platforms are mostly for increasing dialogue between actors 

and states, which by itself is indeed valuable as it makes it possible for these actors to provide 

each other with more information. Whether or not these ASEAN-led institutions are able to 

produce the four other positive effects listed by Keohane & Martin is questionable.  

So, we can understand the EU’s and ASEAN’s military measures through balancing or 

hedging and we can understand their interest in institution-building by the benefits they bring 

according to Keohane & Martin. The final aspect that requires attention is the role of 

economy and its relationship with power and security in the Indo-Pacific. It is widely seen 

that in the Indo-Pacific region, coercive economic practices, economic statecraft and 

geoeconomics have become more prominent, mainly by China. Especially China’s Belt and 

Road Initiative has been seen as a significant strategic endeavor, with He (2020) claiming 

that China’s security interests have shifted to support the success of BRI and that  

“These changes are likely to become manifest in an increasingly large role for the 

Chinese military in protecting China’s developmental interest, a stronger Chinese 

military presence beyond Asia, a more active Chinese role in security issues in the 

BRI regions, growing Chinese military activities in the domain of non-traditional 

security outside China, and enhanced military-to-military partnerships between China 

and many other countries.” (p. 187).  

This behavior, without a doubt, holds the potential for impacting the living standards of the 

EU and ASEAN citizens as well as limiting the policy options of the member states. So, 

according to Ullmans definition of a security threat, this behavior constitutes as such. Even if 

we discount the military domain completely, China’s economic measures, such as refusing to 
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sell rare earth minerals to Japan after a Chinese fishing trawler was detained in 2010 or China 

sanctioning South Korea in 2019 after it deployed the THAAD defense system, are clear 

threats in accord to Ullmans definition. Furthermore, Asia continues to suffer from a massive 

infrastructure investment gap (Ra & Li, 2018), so BRI investments have been a tempting 

option for many states, even if the quality of many BRI projects have been brought into 

question. But there haven’t been proper alternatives, which means that China has been able to 

leverage the situation and increases its influence. Such influence could potentially be used to 

pressure states to accept China’s foreign policy goals, similarly as China used coercive 

economic practices against Japan and South Korea.  

Unfortunately, when it comes to economy and how it relates to power and security, the 

realists, as well as the neoliberals, falls short. “It is widely accepted—even by neoliberals— 

that realism has great explanatory power in national security affairs. However, international 

political economy would appear to be neoliberalism's preserve” (Grieco, 1988, p. 503-504). 

Whereas traditional realists barely focused on economic matters, neorealists did recognize 

that economy was a significant part of a states power, but they too considered economic 

power to be somewhat secondary to military might. However, neoliberals also fall short on 

explaining the relationship between economy, power, and security, especially when economic 

power is used in a coercive manner. Neoliberals commonly consider that economic 

interdependence de-incentivizes states towards conflict and in turn motivates states towards 

higher degree of institutionalization to foster economic relations. The logic does seem 

efficient at explaining why conflicts, at least between developed states have become fairly 

rare, but neoliberals do not have strong explanations for situations where the vital interests of 

actors’ clash (Jervis, 1999).  

Similarly, to hedging, which falls somewhere between these two, the complex 

interdependence theory developed by Keohane and Nye (1977) falls between realist and 

neoliberal thought. The theory, in its simplest form, posits that states are often mutually 

dependent on each other for their well-being, albeit to a varying degree. This dependence is 

most visible between actors that trade a lot between each other, especially if they trade goods 

that might be considered strategic or critical goods, such as energy resources. 

Interdependence is not limited to economic activities, but the explanatory power of the 

complex interdependence theory is arguably greatest when it comes to economic power. 

Interdependence refers to “reciprocal effects among countries” (p. 7), meaning that countries 

not using their destructive capabilities against each other is another example of 
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i nt er d e p e n d e n c e. I nt er d e p e n d e n c e, a c c or di n g t o K e o h a n e a n d N y e, d o es n ot n e c ess aril y m e a n 

t h at t h er e will b e l ess c o nfli ct, b ut r a t h er t h at c o nfli ct will si m pl y t a k e o n n e w f or ms. T h e y 

criti ci z e b al a n c e of p o w er t h e ori es f or f o c usi n g t o o m u c h o n milit ar y p o w er a n d l a c ki n g 

e x pl a n ati o ns f or e c o n o mi c p o w er , as t h e y s e e m t o b eli e v e t h at t h e n e w f or m s of c o nfli ct ar e 

f o u g ht pri m aril y  o n t h e e c o n o mi c ar e n a. K e o h a n e & N y e pr es e nt t h e i d e a of as y m m etri c al 

i nt er d e p e n d e n c e, w hi c h r ef ers t o a sit u ati o n w h er e t w o st at es ar e n ot e q u all y d e p e n d e nt o n 

e a c h ot h er b ut r at h er t h e sit u ati o n f a v ors o n e of t h e st at es. T his sit u ati o n c a n b e l e v er a g e d t o 

pr ess ur e t h e ot h er st at e. S o,  di v ersif yi n g o n e’s s u p pl y c h ai ns or i n cr e asi n g pr o d u cti o n of 

criti c al g o o ds c a n b e s e e n as a m o v e t o aff e ct t h e  p o w er b al a n c e of t h e r el ati o ns hi p  a n d t h us, 

c a n b e s e e n as a cts t h at i n cr e as es o n e’s s e c urit y.  

T h e c o m pl e x i nt er d e p e n d e n c e t h e or y d o es n ot o nl y e x pl ai n s u c h c o m p etiti v e d y n a mi cs, 

h o w e v er. As s ai d, t h e t h e or y c a n b e c o nsi d er e d t o b e i n t h e mi d dl e of r e ali s m a n d 

n e oli b er ali s m. E x a mi ni n g i nt er d e p e n d e n c e fr o m a m or e n e oli b er al p ers p e cti v e, it c a n b e 

c o nsi d er e d t h at ai mi n g f or a hi g h er d e gr e e of i nt er d e p e n d e n c e wit h a ri v al c a n b e a n a ct t h at 

i n cr e as es s e c urit y. Aft er all, o n c e a ct ors ar e hi g hl y i nt er d e p e n d e nt it m e a n s t h at c o nfli ct will 

b e c o stl y f or b ot h p arti es. Als o, r e a c hi n g a hi g h d e gr e e of i nt er d e p e n d e n c e r e q uir es 

c o o p er ati o n a n d i nt er c o n n e ct e d n ess b et w e e n t h e c o u ntri es i n t h e first pl a c e , w hi c h c a n 

pr o vi d e a ct ors wit h c h a n c es t o b uil d  m ut u al  tr ust a n d t o d e v el o p i nstit uti o ns t h at f urt h e r f ost er 

i nt er n ati o n al tr a d e.  

A n al y zi n g m ulti pl e s e ct ors of s e c urit y i n a si n gl e st u d y is c h all e n gi n g, as t h er e ar e n o 

s ati sf a ct or y t h e or eti c al a p pr o a c h es t h at ar e a bl e t o pr o vi d e e x pl a n ati o ns f or m ulti pl e s e ct ors at 

o n c e. T h at i s w h y, it h as b e e n n e c ess a r y t o c o v er a n d t o  a d o pt m ulti pl e diff er e nt t h e ori es , 

w hi c h eff e cti v el y e x pl ai n diff er e nt s e ct ors , i n t his c as e milit ar y, e c o n o m y a n d i nstit uti o ns. T o 

s u m m ari z e  t h e t h e or eti c al a p pr o a c h es t h at will b e us e d t o st u d y t h e t hr e e s e ct ors c h os e n f or 

t hi s st u d y, w e h a v e t h e b al a n c e of p o w er t h e or y, w hi c h will m ai nl y b e us e d t o e x a mi n e t h e 

milit ar y s e ct or. H e d gi n g will b e us e d t o s u p pl e m e n t, w h er e b al a n c e of p o w er f all s s h ort. T h e n 

w e will us e c o m pl e x i nt er d e p e n d e n c e t h e or y t o e x a mi n e t h e e c o n o mi c s e ct or a n d it s 

r el ati o ns hi p t o s e c urit y. A n d fi n all y, t h e r ol e of i n stit uti o ns i n r e g ar d t o s e c urit y will b e 

e x a mi n e d t hr o u g h n e oli b er al a p pr o a c h, w hi c h m or e s p e cifi c all y is b as e d o n  t h e fi v e w a ys 

K e o h a n e & M arti n ar g u e t h at i nstit uti o ns pr o d u c e b e n efits.  

4.  M et h o d ol o g y  
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The chosen methodology for this study is a comparative and qualitative content analysis. The 

aim of the analysis is to identify the differences and similarities in how the EU and ASEAN 

use military, economy, and institutions in the Indo-Pacific to protect their security interests. 

The official views of these two actors are primarily communicated through different kinds of 

documents and statements. Official documents will be used as the main source material, but 

statements and reports are used as well.   

Hsieh & Shannon (2005) have identified three different approaches to content analysis. These 

three approaches are conventional, summative, and directed. In the conventional approach, 

the focus of the analysis is based on the qualities of the text, whereas in the summative 

approach the focus is the frequency of certain keywords or other content. In the directed 

approach, the analysis is guided by or based on theory or pre-existing research. I have chosen 

the directed approach, as the previous research literature on the security of the Indo-Pacific 

clearly identifies military, economic issues, and institutions as central to the region. 

Furthermore, realist and neoliberal perspectives offer strong analytical tools for examining 

and explaining the relationship between these three categories and international security, 

therefore enhancing the credibility of the analysis by contextualizing the findings. So, the 

analysis focuses on three categories: (1) Military, (2) Economy, and (3) Institutions. 

However, these themes were examined only if they had a potential security element, and to 

identify such elements, the analytical tools of realism and neoliberalism were used. As the 

study is comparative, these categories were used twice, once with the EU’s material and once 

with ASEAN’s material. 

Even with these analytical tools, identifying whether economic and institutional measures 

have a security element is difficult and requires a great deal of interpretation. For military 

measures it can safely be assumed that all of them include a security element. Economic 

measures could be considered to involve a security element, if they produce relational gains 

for the actor, compared to their main economic threat, which is China. Or in other words, if 

the measures change the asymmetrical interdependence between the actor and China, to the 

benefit of the actor. Alternatively, an economic measure could involve a security element if it 

significantly aims to increase the interdependence between China and the actor, as a higher 

degree of interdependence can be considered to disincentivize towards armed conflict. This 

logic is based on the complex interdependence theory and on realist and neoliberal 

interpretation of the theory.  
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T w o t y p es of d o c u m e nts or m at eri al w as c h os e n f or t his st u d y. Firs tl y, d o c u m e nts t h at ar e 

dir e ctl y r el at e d t o t h e I n d o -P a cifi c r e gi o n, s u c h as t h e I n d o -P a cifi c str at e g y d o c u m e nts of t h e 

E U a n d A S E A N or T h e E ur o p e a n P arli a m e nts’ R e p ort o n t h e E U a n d S e c urit y C h a ll e n g es i n 

t h e I n d o-P a cifi c  w er e e x a mi n e d . T h er e is n ot m u c h of t his t y p e of m at eri al, as t h e I n d o-

P a cifi c is a r el ati v el y n e w c o n c e pt. T h e s e c o n d t y p e of m at eri al, t h at ‘s u p p orts’ t h e first t y p e, 

ar e c e ntr al  f or ei g n p oli c y str at e g y d o c u m e nt s of t h e E U a n d  A S E A N . E x a m pl es of t h e s e c o n d 

t y p e of m at eri al i n cl u d e t h e E U’s Str at e gi c C o m p a ss a n d A S E A N’s P oliti c al S e c urit y 

C o m m u nit y Bl u e pri nt 2 0 2 5. T h e c h os e n d o c u m e nts ar e fr o m t h e y e ars 2 0 1 5 -2 0 2 2 . S u c h a 

wi d e ti m e p eri o d w as c h os e n i n or d er t o i n cl u d e t h e C o m m u n it y Bl u e pri nts of A S E A N, 

w hi c h w er e r el e as e d i n 2 0 1 5. As A S E A N h as a li mit e d n u m b er  of p u bli c d o c u m e nt s, it w as 

n e c ess ar y t o i n cl u d e t h e Bl u e pri nt s  t o g ai n a n u n d erst a n di n g of h o w A S E A N’s  I n d o-P a cifi c 

a p pr o a c h fits i nt o its wi d er f or ei g n p oli c y o bj e cti v es. S o t h e m at eri al c o nsists of d o c u m e nts 

s p e cifi c all y m a d e f or I n d o -P a cifi c a n d of d o c u m e nts o utli ni n g t h e o v er all f or ei g n p oli ci es of 

t h e E U a n d A S E A N.   

 

5.  R es ults & Dis c ussi o n  

 

T h e E U ’s milit ar y a p pr o a c h 

 

W hil e t h e E U is n ot us u all y c o nsi d er e d as a p arti c ul arl y si g nifi c a nt milit ar y a ct or, E U’s I n d o-

P a cifi c str at e g y h ol ds s ur prisi n gl y str o n g milit ar y el e m e nts. T h es e el e m e nt s ar e of c o urs e 

f o c us e d o n n a v al p o w er, as t h e I n d o-P a cifi c is pri m aril y a m ariti m e r e gi o n. T h er e ar e t hr e e 

m ai n c at e g ori es , t o w hi c h E U’s milit ar y a p pr o a c h c a n b e di vi d e d. T h es e ar e e n h a n c e d n a v al 

pr es e n c e, m ariti m e s e c urit y c a p a cit y -b uil di n g a n d br o a d e ni n g p art n ers hi ps. ( E E A S, 2 0 2 1) 

T h e E U  will ai m t o i n cr e as e it s n a v al pr es e n c e i n t h e r egi o n , w hi c h b y it s elf is a si g nifi c a nt 

st at e m e nt as it i m pli es a d e gr e e of p o w er pr oj e cti o n n ot pr e vi o usl y s e e n b y t h e E U , es p e ci all y 

i n a r e gi o n s o dist a nt fr o m E ur o p e. T h e i n cr e as e d n a v al pr es e n c e will  i n cl u d e m or e j oi nt 

e x er cis es a n d p ort c all s wit h I n d o -P a cifi c p art n er s. T h e pr ot e cti o n of fr e e d o m of n a vi g ati o n i s 

li st e d as o n e of t h e m ai n g o als f or t h es e a cti o ns, w hi c h m ost li k el y is a r ef er e n c e t o t h e iss u es 

i n t h e S o ut h C hi n a S e a, as it is t h e o nl y s u br e gi o n of t h e I n d o -P a cifi c, t h at i s d e ali n g wit h 

si g nifi c a nt fr e e d o m of n a vi g ati o n i ss u es d u e t o C hi n a’s ass erti v e a cti o ns. I n d e e d, i n t h e E U’s 
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Strategic Compass, China is described as a necessary partner but “there is also a growing 

reaction to its increasingly assertive regional behavior.”(EEAS, 2022) Furthermore, in a 

recent report by the European Parliament China’s actions were described as “increasingly 

assertive and expansionist” and China was blamed for hampering the freedom of navigation 

in the South China Sea (European Parliament, 2022). Freedom of navigation operations 

would be a natural continuation of France’s Jeanne d’Arc naval exercises, which were used to 

protect freedom of navigation in the South China Sea in 2017 and 2018 (Cottey, 2018). The 

EU could, according to the parliaments report, seek ways utilize France’s existing bases in 

the Asia-Pacific for further employments. 

However, so far there is little evidence that the EU will significantly increase its presence in 

the South China Sea of the Asia-Pacific. The EU is aiming to base its future engagement with 

the Indo-Pacific region on already existing initiatives, such as the Coordinated Maritime 

Presence (CMP), which is meant to “Ensure a European naval presence in the Indo-Pacific” 

and “Enhance the EU’s role as a global maritime security provider” (EEAS, 2022b). Through 

the CMP, the EU can create ‘maritime areas of interests’ (MAI), where the navies of the EU 

states would enhance coordination with one another (Nováky, 2022). So far, only the Gulf of 

Guinea has been appointed as a MAI, but the EU will “assess the opportunity of establishing 

Maritime Areas of Interest in the Indo-Pacific”. The South China Sea might be an option for 

a future MAI, but so far there has been no clear reference to do so.  

Many of the EU’s maritime security initiatives are aimed at piracy or other criminal 

activities, such as CRIMARIO and Operation Atlanta. Operation Atlanta started in 2008 and 

it was the EU’s first official naval operation. The EU seems to use such projects as platforms 

for cooperation and naval exercises. For example, The EU and Indonesia recently conducted 

their first naval exercise together and the EU utilized capabilities that were created for 

Operation Atlanta and CRIMARIO in the exercise (EEAS, 2022c). In a somewhat similar 

manner, the EU and Vietnam signed a ‘Framework for participation agreement’ in 2019, 

which is supposed to increase cooperation between the parties in crisis management (EU, 

2019). 

It seems that so far, two conclusions regarding the EU’s military engagement in the Indo-

Pacific can be made. Firstly, the EU has a stronger focus on the western side of the Indo-

Pacific, whereas very few examples of engagement in the Asia-Pacific can be found. 

CRIMARIO and Operation Atlanta for example, are focused on the Arabian sea and the 



47 

 

Indian. Perhaps the only initiative focusing more on the eastern side of the Indo-Pacific is the 

‘Enhanced EU Security Cooperation in and with Asia’ (ESIWA). ESIWA was initiated in 

2018 but so far it seems to lack direction and ambition. The EU claims it will “step up 

activities with partners under the project Enhancing Security Cooperation in and with Asia”, 

but no further information has been given.  

The second conclusion that can be made, is that so far, the EU’s military engagement with the 

region is strongly focused on capacity-building, trust-building and on lesser issues. No 

evidence of the EU aiming to hard balance against China is found. However, the EU’s 

military cooperation with multiple middle powers can certainly be considered as limited hard 

balancing. While the EU’s projects have clearly defined goals, that do not have anything to 

do with China, but are rather focused on countering smaller issues such as criminal activity, 

the increased presence and cooperation of the EU can already work as a deterrent towards 

China. The aim to increase freedom of navigation operations on the other hand, can be seen 

as quite a direct measure towards China. Also interesting in the EU’s approach is that much 

more attention is given to cooperation with regional middle powers, whereas cooperation 

with the US is given minimal attention.  

 

The EU’s economic approach 

 

“The Connectivity field is a good example of geo-economics and geo-politics merging into 

one and we need to treat it as such as such” (Borrell, 2021). This quote by Josep Borrell, the 

High Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy reveals 

some of the security considerations that are present in the EU’s economic measures targeted 

towards the Indo-Pacific. Connectivity is one of the main aspects of such measures, which the 

EU has divided into four different categories. These are transport, energy, digital and human 

dimension. Out of these categories, transport is the one that the EU seems to be most 

concerned about in terms of security.  For example, in the Indo-Pacific strategy it is written 

that “In light of the fundamental role of the transport sector in securing resilient supply chains 

and promoting a green socio-economic recovery, a key objective of the EU will be to ensure 

the resilience of the Indo-Pacific region’s transport systems against future crises.” The role of 

vital waterways to EU trade, such as Malacca Strait, the South China Sea, and the Bab el-

Mandeb Strait is also pointed out. It is not however specified how the EU aims to improve the 
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transport sector. Instead, more holistic measures are mentioned that are aimed at improving 

the stability of trade and supply and value chains. These measures include (1) diversifying 

trade and investment ties, (2) protection against economic coercion and (3) developing 

cooperation on strategic sectors and strategic dependencies.  

The EU released a joint communication in 2018 titled “Connecting Europe and Asia — 

Building Blocks for an EU Strategy”, sometimes referred to as the “connectivity strategy”. 

(EEAS, 2019). The strategy however, barely covered the Indo-Pacific. In the strategy the 

words Indo-Pacific, Indian Ocean and Asia-Pacific were not mentioned even once. The 

approach nevertheless was adopted and developed once the EU started focusing more on the 

Indo-Pacific. In an EU-ASEAN joint ministerial statement on connectivity the need for high 

quality infrastructure investment was highlighted and the EU’s role in “supporting 

infrastructure investment in numerous ASEAN member states” was recognized (European 

Council, 2020). Also, in the European Parliaments report on the security challenges in the 

Indo-Pacific EU’s role in building “critical infrastructure” in the Indo-Pacific was noted and 

it was contrasted with China’s debt diplomacy, economic expansion and attempts to “gain 

political influence through its economic interests”. Indeed, as many Asian countries have 

insufficient resources for investing on high quality infrastructure, it has opened possibilities 

for China to leverage these situations. The EU can provide much needed alternatives for 

Chinese investments (Mohan, 2020) and the Connectivity strategy has indeed sometimes 

been seen as a competitor to China’s BRI (Widmann, 2021). Considering that the EU is 

already the number one foreign investor and development assistance provider in the Indo-

Pacific (EEAS, 2021) and also provides ASEAN countries with almost twice as much foreign 

direct investment than China (ASEAN, 2020), it is clear that the EU already has a very strong 

economic presence in the region.  

The EU’s approach to connectivity and infrastructure investments in the Indo-Pacific might 

be an important step towards diversifying trade and protecting developing countries from 

China’s debt diplomacy by providing funding on necessary projects. Especially funding 

infrastructure projects that help countries with high levels or potentially high levels of 

manufacturing to connect better to supply and value chains can, in the long run, lessen the 

EU’s dependency on Chinese manufacturing by increasing imports from other destinations. 

This dependency on Chinese manufacturing was made especially clear during the COVID-19 

‘mask diplomacy’ debacle, where the EU was dependent on medical goods produced in 

China.  
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In addition to lessening the EU’s dependency on China, a well-focused investment strategy 

can counter China’s aims to increase its influence through economic coercion. The EU’s 

approach, however, is not limited to connectivity and investment. The EU has also been very 

active in negotiating Trade Agreements with Indo-Pacific partners. For example, trade 

agreements have been signed with Japan, South Korea, Vietnam and Singapore, and the EU 

has expressed its interest in continuing negotiations on a region-to-region trade agreement 

with ASEAN. Such agreements are a concrete example of EU diversifying its trade relations. 

These measures combined with the rhetoric towards China reveal that the EU is concerned of 

its dependence on trade with China. In the context of the complex interdependence theory, it 

seems that the EU has identified weaknesses that could be interpreted as an asymmetrical 

relationship in favor of China. In the case of significant political disagreements China could 

leverage this relationship, thus limiting the EU’s foreign policy options or leaving the EU 

market without certain goods, thus possibly worsening the living standards of EU citizens. By 

investing in infrastructure in other Indo-Pacific countries and pursuing trade agreements, the 

EU can increase its trade with other states and thus balance the asymmetrical relationship 

with China, which indeed seems to be one of the goals EU has regarding the Indo-Pacific 

region. This goal, however, is not limited to the Indo-Pacific, but the region plays a 

significant role in the interdependency dynamic between the two actors.  

 

The EU’s institutional approach 

 

In its Indo-Pacific strategy, EU highlights the value of multilateralism and regional 

organizations in the Indo-Pacific. However, quite little attention is given to institutions and 

organizations in the EU’s documents. Also, very little details and reasoning is given on the 

value of institutions and organizations, showing that the EU has a much stronger focus on 

other security measures in the Indo-Pacific.   

A large portion of the EU’s institutional measures aimed at the Indo-Pacific are related to 

financing. As the Indo-Pacific suffers from insufficient amount of infrastructure investment, 

helping to raise capital in the region can help to improve the infrastructure and thus improve 

connectivity with the EU, which is one of its main goals. The EU will cooperate with 

international financial institutions to mobilize investment (EEAS, 2021). Considering that the 
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EU can provide the most added value through its economic engagement with the region, 

having a strong focus on financial institutions is a natural approach.  

Perhaps more related to security, the EU also supports the ASEAN-led, multilateral security 

architecture in the Indo-Pacific. EU expresses its wish to play a stronger role in the relevant 

institutions and organizations, such as the ASEAN Defence Ministers Meeting Plus, ASEAN 

Regional Forum and the East Asia Summit and calls for ASEAN to involve the EU better in 

these platforms (European Parliament, 2022).  

However, no specific reasons are given for the EU’s wish to increase its involvement in these 

institutions and organizations. The most likely reason for the seeming lack of focus on 

institutions on the EU’s part, is that it is an area where the EU can only produce little added 

value. As ASEAN has already been proactive in building regional organizations, the EU is 

not particularly needed for institution-building. Furthermore, as the EU is a nonregional 

power, it makes no sense for the EU to aim for a leadership position in the regional 

architecture. Rather, as the EU and ASEAN hold very similar goals in the Indo-Pacific, the 

EU can simply support the existing ASEAN-led organizations. While the EU may not be 

particularly focused or proactive in regard to the regional institutions in the Indo-Pacific, by 

enhancing participation in the ASEAN-led structures, the EU, as a significant middle power 

can provide these structures with more ‘weight’ and more legitimacy. This added weight 

might also provide greater incentives for the great powers to participate in multilateral 

security institutions.  

ASEAN’s military approach 

 

Unsurprisingly, there is far less evidence of ASEAN military activity aimed at improving its 

security in the Indo-Pacific. In the ASEAN outlook on the Indo-Pacific document there is a 

section on maritime cooperation, in which it is recognized that there are geopolitical 

challenges facing the region, such as “unresolved maritime disputes that have the potential 

for open conflict” (ASEAN, 2019). However, very little reference is made as to how ASEAN 

aims to deal with these issues. Only two relevant but vague points are made. These are 

“cooperation for peaceful settlement of disputes” and “promoting maritime safety and 

security, and freedom of navigation and overflight”.  

The absence of evidence in this case, is not entirely due to a lack of action or direction. At 

least partly, it is a reflection on the lack of documentation and statements released by 
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ASEAN. ASEAN has, for example, held naval exercises with both the US and China in the 

recent years, which points to a hedging strategy by ASEAN.  Nevertheless, ASEAN’s 

military approach is well described by the following outtake from the ASEAN outlook on the 

Indo-Pacific: “the rise of material powers, i.e. economic and military, requires avoiding the 

deepening of mistrust, miscalculation, and patterns of behavior based on a zero-sum game.” 

ASEAN has clearly paid much more attention to nontraditional security threats (Liliansa, 

2021), whereas the response to traditional threats has been left up to the individual member 

states. While ASEAN highlights maritime security and especially maritime cooperation in 

many of its documents and statements, the military element in these texts is very weak, 

mostly referring to cooperation on nontraditional security issues. As such, realist logic seems 

to fall short on explaining ASEAN’s military approach or the lack of such in the Indo-Pacific 

and neoliberalism seems to provide stronger explanatory power, since cooperation on shared 

issues is highlighted time and time again. There is also no evidence that ASEAN is aiming to 

change this pattern.  

The most likely explanation for the lack of military approach, is that military issues are 

strictly under the jurisdiction of the member states and so the political union has no capacity 

to perform on this area. Indeed, many scholars argue that the ASEAN states engaged in 

territorial disputes in the South China Sea are balancing against China, either by increasing 

military cooperation with the US or by increasing their own military capabilities (Tung, 2022; 

Rubiolo, 2020; Karim, 2013). Whereas neoliberalism has stronger explanatory power on 

ASEAN’s approach, realism might better explain the approach of individual member states.  

ASEAN’s economic approach 

 

In ASEAN’s Indo-Pacific strategy four main areas of cooperation are listed. Two of these are 

connectivity and economic cooperation. It is said that to improve the connection between 

Indian Ocean and Asia-Pacific, more infrastructure investments are required. In the Master 

Plan on ASEAN Connectivity, it is also written that for ASEAN to reach its connectivity 

agenda by 2025, the amount of investments need to “more than double from historical levels” 

(ASEAN, 2016). In the master plan connectivity is divided into five categories, which are 

sustainable infrastructure, digital innovation, seamless logistics, regulatory excellence, and 

people mobility. When considering the regional element of the Indo-Pacific, it can be said 

that infrastructure and logistics are the most significant categories. In the case of logistics 
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ASEAN has listed its goals as strengthening “ASEAN competitiveness through enhanced 

trade routes and logistics” as well as to enhancing “supply chain efficiency through 

addressing key chokepoints”. For infrastructure ASEAN especially highlights connectivity 

between member states as it is thought that higher economic integration could lead to “better 

realization of economies of scale” and that this could improve ASEAN’s standing in the 

Global Value Chains (GVC). Indeed, one of ASEAN’s main interests in the Indo-Pacific 

seems to be improving its connection to supply chains and value chains, as is written in the 

ASEAN Economic Community Blueprint 2025, ASEAN aims to “promote programmes that 

enhance ASEAN participation in global and regional value chains and production networks” 

(ASEAN, 2015a). 

However, in ASEAN’s official documents and statements, no clear connection between such 

economic measures and security is made. Whereas for the EU Connectivity is presented as 

having a clear geopolitical component and some of its policies are contrasted with China’s, 

for ASEAN such policies are painted in the light of economic growth and “competitiveness, 

inclusiveness, and a greater sense of community” (ASEAN, 2019).  

However, scholars have claimed that due to high trade dependence on China, many states in 

the Indo-Pacific region are unable to defy China’s foreign policy interests (Tung, 2022), 

which would possibly constitute as a security issue. Nevertheless, as long as ASEAN and 

China do not have any overwhelming policy disagreements, ASEAN can simply continue 

benefitting from its economic relations with China. Also, ASEAN’s and the EU’s situation 

are largely different in the sense that the EU has an economy roughly the same size as China, 

whereas ASEAN’s economy is much smaller, leaving ASEAN with less policy options.  

The complete lack of confrontational or geopolitically competitive measures suggests that the 

realist view of complex interdependence is insufficient at explaining ASEAN’s economic 

approach. However, it might also be the case that as China’s and ASEAN’s interdependence 

is extremely asymmetrical, ASEAN is simply unable to adopt measures that China might 

consider confrontational. ASEAN’s economic approach to the Indo-Pacific is perhaps better 

explained by neoliberal tradition, as its main goals are to improve interconnectedness and to 

improve its economic competitiveness in a highly interdependent global system. Indeed, there 

has been speculation that some of ASEAN’s measures, such as joining the Regional 

Comprehensive Economic Partnership, are strategic moves that aim to promote the ‘ASEAN 

way’ of economic integration (Xi, 2021). For now, it seems clear due to underwhelming 
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m at eri al c a p a biliti es  c o m p ar e d wit h t h e gr e at p o w ers , A S E A N w a nts t o a v oi d f urt h er 

c o m p etiti o n i n t h es e ar e a s, a n d i nst e a d f o c us o n e c o n o mi c gr o wt h, st a bilit y,  a n d i nstit uti o n al 

c o o p er ati o n.  

A S E A N ’s i nstit uti o n al a p pr o a c h 

 

“ A S E A N O utl o o k o n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c e n vis a g es A S E A N C e ntr alit y as t h e u n d erl yi n g 

pri n ci pl e f or pr o m oti n g c o o p er ati o n i n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c r e gi o n, wit h A S E A N -l e d 

m e c h a nis m s ”  ( A S E A N, 2 0 1 9). S o f ar, A S E A N h as d e v el o p e d m ulti pl e r e gi o n al i nstit uti o ns 

a n d m e c h a nis ms f or diff er e nt p ur p os es a n d  str e n gt h e ni n g t h es e is li st e d as a m aj or o bj e cti v e 

i n t h e A S E A N o utl o o k o n t h e I n d o-P a cifi c.  P arti c ul arl y  E ast Asi a S u m mit  ( E A S), A S E A N 

R e gi o n al F or u m  ( A R F) a n d A S E A N D ef e ns e Mi nist ers M e eti n g Pl us ( A D M M-Pl us)  ar e 

r ais e d as sig nifi c a nt m e c h a nis m s t h at A S E A N ai m s t o d e v el o p  f urt h er.  

I n t h e O utl o o k o n t h e I n d o-P a cifi c, t h es e m e c h a nis ms ar e dis c uss e d q uit e bri efl y, b ut t h e 

w or ds “ A S E A N C e ntr alit y ” a n d “ A S E A N -l e d ” ar e m e nti o n e d m ulti pl e ti m es is ass o ci ati o n 

wit h t h es e m e c h a nis m s, hi g hli g hti n g t h e f a ct t h at A S E A N  it s elf c o nsi d ers its i nfl u e n c e i n t h e 

I n d o-P a cifi c t o b e  l ar g el y d e p e n d e nt o n t h es e m e c h a nis m s a n d t h at A S E A N b eli e v es t h at 

t h es e i nstit uti o ns ar e or c a n b e eff e cti v e i n st a bili zi n g t h e g e o p oliti c al t e nsi o ns of t h e r e gi o n. 

A S E A N w a nts t o us e t h e s e m e c h a nis m s f or di al o g u e, str at e gi c dis c ussi o n, i m pl e m e nt ati o n, 

a n d pr a cti c al c o o p er ati o n. A S E A N ’s ai m s r e g ar di n g t h es e m e c h a nis m a n d i nstit uti o ns, is 

b ett er s p e cifi e d i n t h e A S E A N P oliti c al S e c urit y C o m m u nit y Bl u e pri nt 2 0 2 5 .   

I n th e bl u e pri nt , it is writt e n t h at A S E A N’s o v er all i nstit uti o n al c a p a cit y as w ell as A S E A N’s 

i nstit uti o n al pr es e n c e at t h e r e gi o n al a n d i nt er n ati o n al l e v els s h o ul d b e i m pr o v e d a n d 

i n cr e as e d ( A S E A N, 2 0 1 5 b). T his i n cl u d es str e n gt h e ni n g A S E A N its elf, b ut als o a ll t h e 

f or u ms, m e c h a nis m s,  a n d i nstit uti o ns t h at A S E A N c a n us e t o e n h a n c e it s o w n visi o n a n d 

c e ntr alit y. M ostl y t h e s a m e m e c h a nis m s ar e m e nti o n e d as i n t h e I n d o -P a cifi c o utl o o k, wit h 

t h e f urt h er a d diti o n of A S E A N Pl us T hr e e ( A P T), w hi c h is a c o o p er ati o n pl atf or m b et w e e n 

A S E A N, C hi n a, J a p a n,  a n d S o ut h K or e a. T h e pl atf or m i s us e d f or s e c urit y, e c o n o mi c a n d 

s o ci al c o o p er ati o n. I n t h e s e c urit y ar e a, it f o c us es m ostl y o n n o n -tr a diti o n al s e c urit y iss u es. 

A P T w as d es cri b e d as “ a m ai n v e hi cl e i n r e ali si n g t h e l o n g -t er m g o al of a n E ast Asi a 

c o m m u nit y wit h A S E A N as t h e dri vi n g f or c e i n t h e e v ol vi n g r e gi o n al ar c hit e ct ur e. ”  

V er y si mil ar t hi n gs ar e writt e n of  E ast Asi a S u m mit, A S E A N R e gi o n al F or u m, A S E A N 

D ef e ns e Mi ni st ers M e eti n g Pl us  i n t h e Bl u e pri nt. It s e e ms t h o u g h, th at ot h er t h a n f urt h eri n g 
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discussion and dialogue between actors, ASEAN seems to be unsure of what to do with these 

mechanisms, as very little is written about specific and concrete goals. Additionally, these 

mechanisms greatly overlap with one another as many of them have somewhat same 

members, same working mechanisms and same goals.  This is not to say that the mechanisms 

are inadequate, but if ASEAN wishes to increase its centrality in the Indo-Pacific, it is 

necessary to have clearer vision for these platforms, instead of using them only as informal 

dialogue platforms where leaders can hold speeches once in a while.  

There are, however, few more concrete aims mentioned, which signal a commitment to a 

higher degree of institutionalization. The most notable is the development of ARF and 

preventative diplomacy. It is written that ASEAN wishes to “strengthen the ARF as an 

important forum for identifying and addressing existing and emerging security challenges, 

through enhanced confidence-building measures and concrete steps towards preventive 

diplomacy”. The ARF adopted a work plan on preventative diplomacy in 2011 in which three 

stages are listed. These stages are (1) promotion of confidence-building measures, (2) 

development of preventative diplomacy mechanisms, and (3) development of conflict-

resolution mechanisms. The aim is to “develop more predictable and constructive pattern of 

relations for the Asia-Pacific” (ASEAN Regional Forum, 2011). 

This approach was later reiterated in the 2019 Concept Paper on moving towards Preventive 

Diplomacy (ASEAN Regional Forum, 2019). In the concept paper the first stage is 

characterized by learning, sharing, and understanding. Especially the importance of join 

military exercises and sharing of military information highlighted for this stage. The second 

stage is characterized by exploring and developing preventive diplomacy tools. The 

development of this stage seems to be limited, but the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation 

(TAC), which is a legally binding code meant to govern interstate relations, is mentioned as 

one achievement towards the second stage. The third stage is yet to be properly developed.  

ASEAN has been very active in developing different mechanisms, platforms and institutions 

but the progress towards institutionalizing state relations in the Indo-Pacific has remained 

limited. As Emmers (2018) claims, the cooperative processes in the Asia-Pacific have 

remained under-institutionalized, opening the way for great power competition becoming the 

driving dynamic in the regional politics. ASEAN has done a decent job at fulfilling the five 

ways that Keohane & Martin (1995) claim that institutions can provide benefits. The 

mechanisms provide actors with information on each other’s action by holding high-level 
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m e eti n gs r e g ul arl y, w hi c h alr e a d y r e d u c es tr a ns a cti o n c osts of c o o p er ati o n. A gr e e m e nts als o 

b e c o m e m or e cr e di bl e, es p e ci all y if t h e y ar e d o n e t hr o u g h l ar g er r e gi o n al m e c h a nis m s , wit h 
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geopolitical concept formed especially due to the increased importance of the trade routes 

and supply chains based in the Indian Ocean and the Asia-Pacific, but also due to the overall 

interconnectedness of the seas. The region faces many issues, which have the potential to 

produce destabilizing effects to international politics and economics. The most worrying 

issues are great power competition, territorial disputes and increased geopolitical tensions.  

To answer the many security issues rising from the Indo-Pacific, many regional and 

nonregional powers have formed Indo-Pacific strategies in the recent years, including many 

significant middle powers. Among these middle powers the EU and ASEAN are especially 

interesting, as neither one is a ‘traditional’ security actor. However, both have the potential to 

be significant players in the Indo-Pacific and ASEAN could perhaps already be considered to 

be one of the most important actors in the region due to its centrality in the regional security 

architecture. The EU has also expressed its interest in becoming an Indo-Pacific security 

actor and both actors have also expressed interest in cooperating with one another.   

In order to cooperate efficiently, their respective approaches must be somewhat compatible, 

and this study aimed to provide further information on this compatibility. Furthermore, the 

EU’s and ASEAN’s overall security approaches have barely been studied, but rather most 

studies have focused on one specific area of security or one type of measures. Such studies, 

while useful, are insufficient at explaining the security approaches of different actors in the 

Indo-Pacific, as most actors are using many different kinds of measures in tandem, resulting 

in complex approaches. Most actors have also included clear competitive and cooperative 

elements in their strategies. Due to the plurality of measures as well as the inclusion of 

competitive and cooperative elements, studying the overall security approaches of different 

actors becomes difficult, especially from the standpoint of International Relations Theory.  

The theoretical framework for this study was drawn from realist and neoliberal schools. 

Many scholars have argued that single theory frameworks are insufficient for explaining 

Asian politics (He, 2008) and Sheldon (1995) argued that Southeast Asian politics are best 

explained by synthesizing neoliberal and realist approaches. In this study, further evidence 

was shown for why this is the case. The Indo-Pacific region is home to increasing military 

competition, but there is also a plethora of multilateral institutions, fostering cooperation in a 

multitude of sectors. Furthermore, on the economic sector, both cooperation in the form of 

Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership as well as economic coercion through 

China’s debt diplomacy and aggressive use of sanctions are present. These examples 
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showcase why Asian politics cannot be neatly explained by single theory frameworks. While 

single theory frameworks are insufficient, synthesizing multiple theories instead has the issue 

of intellectual coherence. How realism and neoliberalism interact with each other and how to 

utilize the strengths of each other without overly harming the coherence of the theories 

should be further examined. The synthesis has the potential to provide for more realistic 

descriptions of international relations, which arguably have been harmed by strict and 

inflexible theoretical approaches not suitable for describing the chaotic nature of these 

relations. Especially how high degrees of economic interdependence and differing 

geopolitical interests affect each other should be given more attention.  

The method used for the study was a directed content analysis, where the Indo-Pacific 

strategy documents were the central focus. Other central strategy documents were also used 

to provide additional information, such as the EU’s strategic compass and ASEAN’s Political 

Security Community Blueprint 2025. The amount of material was quite limited, as both 

actors have so far released only a small number of official documents that could be relevant 

for security in the Indo-Pacific, but it was sufficient for the aims of the study. The analysis 

was directed by realist and neoliberal insight as well as the division of security to three focus 

areas or ‘sectors’, which was loosely based on Buzan’s thoughts. Buzan divided security into 

five sectors, military, economic, political, environmental, and societal. Buzan’s political 

sector was in this case replaced with an ‘institutional sector’ as focuses better on an important 

aspect of security in the Indo-Pacific.  

In the analysis it was found that the EU and ASEAN, while having many of the same aspects 

and focus areas in their respective Indo-Pacific strategies, have clearly focused on different 

areas to a different degree. The EU has presented quite clear plans on its military engagement 

with the Indo-Pacific region. For example, the EU will aim to increase naval deployments as 

well as to further develop existing initiatives such as CRIMARIO and project ATLANTA, 

which can be used for capacity-building. The EU also has outlined economic measures, 

which include further investment in the region and improving connectivity between the EU 

and the Indo-Pacific. These measures are quite clearly contrasted with China’s coercive 

economic measures, which the EU referred to as ‘debt diplomacy’. Providing investments for 

high quality infrastructure might not directly seem like a measure intended to improve 

security, and without a doubt such measures have multiple purposes. Nevertheless, such 

economic engagement with the region is probably where the EU can add the most value in 

terms of security. Also, as the EU’s biggest concern is the stability of trade routes and supply 
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chains, better infrastructure in the region can improve the resilience of these routes and 

chains. Furthermore, such economic measures might make it more difficult for EU’s main 

rival and competitor, China, to increase its influence by leveraging its economy. 

Trade routes and supply chains are a central concern for ASEAN as well, and the importance 

of better infrastructure was highlighted in multiple ASEAN documents. While the EU’s and 

ASEAN’s cooperation on connectivity, trade routes, and supply chains is most likely to be 

limited in investor-recipient type of relationship, both actors stand to gain from it, especially 

in the long-term. For ASEAN, the benefits from improving its infrastructure and its standing 

in the global supply chains are obvious. Currently, ASEAN is considered to be economically 

heavily dependent on China, which limits the policy options available to ASEAN states. If 

China were to sanction individual ASEAN states due to some geopolitical issues, such an 

action could be devastating for the ASEAN states. By connecting itself better with global 

supply chains, ASEAN can increase trade with other actors, which could lead to overall 

economic growth as well as balance the asymmetrical interdependence between ASEAN and 

China. For the EU, such cooperation might eventually lead to opportunities to diversify its 

trade relations, which was mentioned as one of the EU’s goals.  

Whereas the EU’s approach is perhaps surprisingly focused on material power, ASEAN’s 

approach is quite lacking when it comes to material power. Instead, ASEAN is heavily 

focused on retaining its centrality in the Indo-Pacific region through institutional leadership. 

While it is difficult to evaluate how effective these ASEAN-led institutions have been so far, 

and how effective they might be in the future as the great power rivalry seems to be 

intensifying, ASEAN seems to have a fairly good idea on how it wishes to develop some of 

the regional institutions, especially the ARF. However, many of the ASEAN-led institutions 

seem to be somewhat stagnant as there haven’t been any particularly significant 

developments in the past decade or so. Even if ASEAN wishes to develop the regional 

institutions further, it is unclear whether ASEAN has enough political capital or weight to 

lead such a process. The EU’s participation in the ASEAN-led structures could provide the 

lacking weight and further legitimize the principle of ASEAN Centrality. The EU also can 

benefit from assuming a support role, as ASEAN’s security interests are close to its own. By 

supporting ASEAN-led structures, the EU can work towards minimizing the instability of the 

region, with minimal effort.  
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If we consider realism and neoliberalism as a spectrum, both the EU and ASEAN would be 

close to the middle in regard to their approaches to the Indo-Pacific. However, the EU’s 

approach is clearly more confrontational and holds stronger realist elements than ASEAN. 

For example, the EU has a surprisingly strong focus on economic and military power. As 

ASEAN on the other hand is strongly focused on institutional cooperation as well as 

economic integration, its approach leans to the neoliberal side of the spectrum. The difference 

between the two actors might be explained by the difference in material capabilities or by 

difference in institutional capacity. As the EU is more integrated than ASEAN, it is capable 

of performing as a military actor to some degree, whereas for ASEAN this is not the case. If 

ASEAN states were examined individually, it would be likely that their approach to the Indo-

Pacific would lean more towards the realist side of the spectrum.  

While, the EU’s and ASEAN’s approaches focus on different areas, their overall security 

interests in the Indo-Pacific are very similar. Both actors especially wish to avoid the 

intensification of tensions between the great powers. Both actors also have unique roles to 

play in the Indo-Pacific setting, ASEAN as a leader in the regional institutions and the EU as 

the only economic power comparable to the great powers. The EU and ASEAN can leverage 

their unique positions to reign in the great power competition and to bring stability to the 

Indo-Pacific region. Cooperating with one another can further enhance these unique 

positions. However, the cooperation between the two actors must be practical and 

meaningful. Enhancing dialogue and cooperating on secondary issues might not produce 

sufficient effects in the face of the intensifying geopolitical competition in the Indo-Pacific. 

Instead, cooperation should be focused on limiting tensions, providing incentives for the great 

powers to cooperate and on disincentivizing aggressive behavior.  Whether the EU and 

ASEAN are able to produce such effects remains to be seen.  
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