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Abstract

The Southeast Asian security discourse has undergone major changes in the last three decades. While in
the heydays the Cold War, the notion of national security, a primarily military-based security concept
dominated, from the 1980s onwards shifts towards comprehensive, cooperative and even human security
have taken place. All these more novel concepts have in common an extended notion of security. While
they vary in terms of state-centeredness, they acknowledge that the states of the region face an array of
new security challenges transcending the classical domain of high politics and military issues. Moreover,
they also take note of the fact that virtually all of these new, so-called non-traditional security issues such
as terrorism, organized transnational crime, irregular migration, environmental degradation, pandemics
and so forth are of a border-crossing nature, thus underscoring the increased the interdependence of
states in the region. Most of these new security challenges can only be tackled through closer cooperation,
both at a global and a regional level.

One of the institutional responses to the changing security environment is an emerging vertically and
horizontally differentiated global governance architecture. While regional organizations have become
important nodal points in the emerging global governance structure, much of the global governance
literature follows a normative line of reasoning. According to dominant liberal-institutionalist logic,
functional needs and intensifying cooperation create a trend towards increasing legalization and
contractualization of international relations. Dent’s concept of “multilateral utility” is an expression of this
thinking. As “multilateral utilities” regional organizations perform “subsidiary” clearing house and agenda-
setting functions for global multilateral forums.

These strongly Western-centric liberal conceptualizations of security cooperation are often at variance with
regional security cultures and actual state behavior. The presentation thus explores how and to what
extent the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) responds to the region’s new security
challenges. It will argue that ASEAN responds to these challenges in a way that neither follows realist nor
liberal institutionalist prescriptions. Regional security cooperation may best described as a form of hedging
which entails a broad range of cooperative initiatives, internal and external institutional balancing moves
and soft military balancing. The presentation will trace the ideational roots of these strategies and show
that even with the formation of an ASEAN Security Community, ASEAN’s role as a multilateral utility will
remain limited.
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