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Abstract

The ASEAN region is located along Japan's critical maritime lifeline and has maintained close

cooperation with Japan in various fields for an extended period, making it a pivotal point for Japan's

"Indo-Pacific Strategy". To successfully advance this strategy, Japan has strengthened cooperation

with ASEAN and its member states in the economic and maritime security sectors through dual-track

diplomacy, seeking ASEAN's recognition and support for the strategy. ASEAN views Japan's policies as

beneficial to its development and capable of enhancing its strategic autonomy to some extent. However,

the regional order constructed by Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy" undermines ASEAN's centrality in

the regional security architecture and negatively impacts its amicable relations with China. To preserve

its centrality, ASEAN introduced the "ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific", aiming to articulate its

vision and stance clearly to maintain its central role in regional affairs. Furthermore, ASEAN employs

a hedging strategy amid great power competition to safeguard its interests and actively collaborates

with external countries to expand its strategic autonomy.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, the rise of emerging nations has led to unprecedented shifts in the international power

structure. The comprehensive strength of countries in the Global South has significantly increased,

prompting major powers to implement a series of policies aimed at enhancing cooperation with these
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nations in economic and political domains to garner their support. ASEAN, as a pivotal regional

organization within the Global South, not only maintains long-term and close collaborative

relationships with China across various sectors but also serves as an important partner for Japan in

trade and economics. However, with China's growing comprehensive national power, particularly its

expanding political and economic influence in Southeast Asia, Japan, as an island nation, has begun to

experience unprecedented pressures. Concerns regarding its security and interests within the current

international system have led Japan to urgently seek diplomatic and strategic means to safeguard its

position.Consequently, Japan has proposed the "Indo-Pacific Strategy", aiming to unite more nations,

especially those surrounding China, to create a "containment network" to manage China's peaceful rise.

Given that ASEAN is located along Japan's maritime lifelines and has maintained close relations with

Japan in economic and cultural fields, it becomes a crucial focal point for the implementation of this

strategy. Japan seeks to enhance cooperation with ASEAN to effectively advance the "Indo-Pacific

Strategy" and create a geopolitical balance against China. However, the strategy, which inherently

contains intentions to contain China, poses a potential threat to the long-standing amicable relations

between China and ASEAN. As a recognized "intermediary", ASEAN is reluctant to take sides in great

power competition. It is committed to creating equal and just opportunities for all parties to promote

mutual interests in the region. In the context of current great power dynamics, ASEAN adopts a

strategy of multiple hedging against China, Japan, and the United States, thereby maintaining its central

position in Southeast Asia while continually enhancing its comprehensive strength and international

influence. In light of this, this paper examines ASEAN's perceptions and responses to Japan's

"Indo-Pacific Strategy", contributing to China's understanding of ASEAN's policy direction and

interests, thereby enabling adjustments to its foreign policy to promote regional stability and

cooperation.

2. ASEAN Policy in the Process of Japan's Advancing the "Indo-Pacific Strategy"

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is located at the center of the Indo-Pacific

region. It is not only the lifeline of Japan's maritime transportation but also a key cooperation region for

Japan to promote its "Indo-Pacific Strategy". One of the goals of Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy" is to

formulate and maintain international rules favorable to itself, so it needs the support of many countries

outside the region. The ASEAN as a whole has a significant impact on the regional power balance, so

obtaining the permission and support of ASEAN is necessary. In order to smoothly promote the

implementation of the "Indo-Pacific Strategy," Japan has strengthened cooperation with ASEAN as a

whole and individual ASEAN member states in fields such as economy and maritime security through

"dual-track diplomacy."

2.1 Strengthening Cooperation with ASEAN in the Economic Field

Japan has been promoting cooperation with ASEAN through the signing of the Vision Statement and

Implementation Plan, aimed at jointly leading economic prosperity and development in the
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Indo-Pacific region. In December 2013, at the Japan-ASEAN Leaders' Meeting, the "Japan-ASEAN

Friendly Cooperation Vision Statement" and its corresponding "Implementation Plan" were adopted,

with the objective of advancing bilateral relations into a new phase of collaboration to enhance

economic growth in the Indo-Pacific. (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2023) Economic

cooperation between Japan and ASEAN encompasses critical areas such as energy, environment, and

artificial intelligence. In 2022, the Japanese government introduced initiatives focused on supply chains,

sustainable development, and energy transition, namely the "Asia Future Investment Initiative (AJIF)"

and the "Asia Energy Transition Initiative (AETI)," expressing its intent to share future opportunities in

these domains with ASEAN. Building on this foundation, in 2023, Japan's Ministry of Economy, Trade

and Industry proposed a new economic cooperation framework termed the "Japan-ASEAN Economic

Co-Creation Vision." (Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry, 2023) This concept is based on the

new era and shows the direction of future economic cooperation between Japan and ASEAN.

Japan has proposed the "High-quality Infrastructure Partnership" plan and increased assistance for

infrastructure construction in Southeast Asia. In October 2018, at the 10th "Mekong-Japan Summit",

both sides agreed to promote cooperation in infrastructure construction and realize a "free and open

Indo-Pacific region." The "Tokyo Strategy 2018" was adopted. Japan will provide financing for 150

projects in the next three years, such as expanding airports in Laos and building irrigation facilities in

Cambodia. (Indo-Pacific Defense Forum, 2019) At the 22nd Japan-ASEAN Leaders' Meeting held in

November 2019, Japan proposed the "ASEAN Overseas Loan and Investment Initiative." (Bi, 2021)

The initiative decided to raise 3 billion US dollars from various financial institutions, including

overseas loans and investments totaling 1.2 billion US dollars raised by the Japan International

Cooperation Agency (JICA), which will be used to assist in high-quality infrastructure construction in

ASEAN from 2020 to 2022. (Zhang, 2023)

Japan is accelerating the promotion of its economic security strategy. Through policies such as

proposed the "Plan for Building a Resilient Economic Structure," it strengthens supply chain

cooperation with ASEAN to achieve supply chain resilience. In combination with the current

international environment of the game between China and the United States and the long-term domestic

economic downturn, Japan has begun to accelerate the promotion of its economic security strategy.

With the "decoupling and severing of chains" proposed by the United States, Japan has also begun to

actively promote the transfer of industrial chains and transfer some production bases to Southeast Asia.

In fiscal year 2020, Japan launched the "Plan for Building a Resilient Economic Structure." In this plan,

Japan's budget for assisting the diversification of overseas supply chains is as high as 35.58038 billion

yen. In order to achieve the strengthening of the supply chain between Japan and ASEAN, Japan will

provide the necessary funds for equipment and corresponding implementation activities required for

strengthening supply chain resilience. In October 2022, the "Infrastructure System Export Strategy

2025" released by the Kishida government proposed strengthening support for supply chains, digital

innovation and other aspects in ASEAN countries including the Mekong River Basin.In December
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2022, in the "Japan - ASEAN Friendly and Trustworthy Partnership Relationship" common vision

statement, Japan and ASEAN pointed out that they would jointly strengthen economic security and

establish elastic, safe supply chains and economic systems. (Prime Minister Office of Japan, 2023)

Japan has expanded bilateral trade and investment flows with ASEAN. On August 1, 2020, the first

protocol of the ASEAN-Japan Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement (AJCEP) officially

came into effect, aiming to enhance trade and investment liberalization between Japan and ASEAN.

The agreement not only consolidates the existing cooperation framework centered on trade in goods but

also supplements regulations on trade in services and investment liberalization, marking that

cooperation between Japan and ASEAN in the fields of trade and investment will reach a new height.

On the eve of the 2023 Japan-ASEAN Leaders' Summit, Prime Minister Kishida clearly pointed out in

his speech that Japan and ASEAN are important trading partners to each other. For ASEAN, Japan is

the second largest source of direct investment after the United States. In recent years, Japan's annual

direct investment in ASEAN is about 2.8 trillion yen.(Prime Minister Office of Japan,2023) Japan's

investment in ASEAN has maintained a strong momentum for a long time. Many Japanese enterprises

have established branches in this region, forming a broad and in-depth cooperation network. In 2023,

Japan's total direct investment in ASEAN was 26.7 billion US dollars. It is the second largest source of

direct investment in ASEAN, and the bilateral trade volume reached 268.5 billion US dollars.() This

figure fully demonstrates the prosperity and vitality of the economic and trade relations between the

two sides.

2.2 Closely Cooperating with ASEAN in the Maritime Security Field

In the process of promoting the introduction of Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy," during high-level

meetings between Japan and ASEAN, Japan continuously emphasizes the importance of dialogue and

cooperation in the field of security, especially maritime security. At the 2013 Japan-ASEAN Leaders'

Summit, Japan emphasized that in order to maintain peace and stability in the region and the world, it

will promote cooperation with ASEAN in the field of security and defense in accordance with the

concept of "proactive pacifism." (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2013) After Japan launched the

"Indo-Pacific Strategy," it actively strengthened cooperation with island countries in ASEAN in the

field of maritime security. In 2016, at the second "Japan-ASEAN Defense Ministers' Meeting," the

Japan-ASEAN Defense Cooperation Initiative, namely the "Vientiane Vision," was adopted, providing

guiding principles for Japan and ASEAN to strengthen defense cooperation. The implementation of this

initiative is the first security cooperation between Japan and ASEAN on maritime security and

infrastructure projects. During the "Japan-ASEAN Leaders' Summit" in 2023, both sides agreed to

strengthen dialogue and cooperation in maritime security. In the statement, both sides said they will

enhance maritime domain awareness and promote cooperation between coast guards and relevant law

enforcement agencies, and strengthen cooperation in maritime capacity building.

Japan has lifted its original arms embargo policy and provided defense equipment and related

technologies to ASEAN countries to strengthen their defense and law enforcement capabilities in the
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maritime field. In April 2014, the Japanese government lifted the arms export restriction and passed the

draft of the "Three Principles on Transfer of Defense Equipment," that is, a policy that allows the

export of defense equipment under certain conditions. In November of the same year, at the first

defense ministers' meeting between Japan and ASEAN, then Japanese Defense Minister Eto Akinori

stated at the meeting that Japan will promote the provision of equipment and technologies to ASEAN,

aiming to strengthen bilateral defense cooperation to jointly address regional security issues. After the

South China Sea arbitration case in 2016, under the guise of safeguarding ASEAN centrality and

international law, Japan stated at the "Japan-ASEAN Defense Ministers' Meeting" that it will seek to

enhance the territorial sea awareness and defense capabilities of coastal ASEAN countries by

dispatching coast guard ships and maritime aircraft to ASEAN countries such as Indonesia, the

Philippines, and Vietnam in the maritime field. (Japan Minstry Of Denfense, 2016) In February 2016,

Japan and the Philippines signed the "Agreement on Transfer of Defense Equipment and Technical

Cooperation." The Japanese government stated that it will provide defense equipment such as small and

medium-sized and large patrol ships to the Philippines free of charge, thereby strengthening the

Philippines' warning and surveillance capabilities in the South China Sea. (Li & Xing, 2024) In

September 2021, Japan and Vietnam signed the "Agreement on Transfer of Defense Equipment and

Technology between Japan and Vietnam" in Hanoi. This agreement legally allows Japan to transfer

defense equipment and related technologies to Vietnam, further enhancing the modernization of

Vietnam's maritime equipment and the technical capabilities of relevant military personnel. (Ministry

of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2023) In April 2023, the Japanese government officially released the

"Implementation Plan for Strengthening Support for the Government's Security Capability

Enhancement" (OSA), and it is expected to invest 2 billion yen in 2023 to provide support to ASEAN

member countries such as the Philippines and Malaysia. In November of the same year, Japan provided

coastal surveillance radars to the Philippines, aiming to enhance the security capabilities of the

recipient country through official security assistance.

Japan conducts joint military exercises with some ASEAN member states, thereby deepening defense

cooperation between them. In June 2023, Japan, the United States, and the Philippines jointly held their

inaugural maritime joint military exercise, signifying the deepening of maritime defense cooperation

among these three nations. From August 31 to September 13, 2023, Japan, the United States, Indonesia,

and other countries' armed forces carried out the “Super Garuda Shield - 2023” joint exercise, which

led to heightened tensions in regions such as the South China Sea and Southeast Asia. On April 7, 2024,

the four countries of the Philippines, the United States, Japan, and Australia held their first joint

maritime military exercise in the South China Sea. Japan and other extra-regional countries such as the

United States, in an attempt to contain China, express so-called support for countries like the

Philippines and Indonesia that have territorial disputes with China. Conducting joint military exercises

with them is aimed at increasing interoperability among them and containing and confronting China.

2.3 Adopting “Dual-Track Diplomacy” towards ASEAN
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Japan endeavors to coordinate policies with ASEAN through bilateral or multilateral institutional

frameworks and promote the implementation of the “Indo-Pacific Strategy.” One of the main objectives

of Japan's implementation of the “Indo-Pacific Strategy” is to maintain an international order favorable

to itself. However, formulating and maintaining an international order cannot be achieved unilaterally.

Consequently, Japan must obtain the political support and commitment of as many regional and

non-regional countries as possible. Southeast Asia is Japan's strategic hinterland and an important arena

for Japan to realize the “Indo-Pacific Strategy.” In order to avert the risk of being rejected and

marginalized by ASEAN, Japan asserts that based on the framework of the “Indo-Pacific Strategy,” it

will not only strengthen cooperation with ASEAN as a whole but also deepen bilateral cooperation with

individual ASEAN member states. Compared to ASEAN as a whole, ASEAN member states possess

the advantages of small size and flexibility. Japan can achieve more tangible results by collaborating

with them. Japan has adopted its customary “dual-track diplomacy” towards ASEAN, not only

enhancing cooperation with ASEAN as a whole but also attaching great significance to bilateral

cooperation with individual ASEAN member states.

First, Japan has begun to incorporate some of ASEAN's core principles into its "Indo-Pacific Strategy"

to lower ASEAN's vigilance and gain ASEAN's recognition. Japan has stated that it will provide

long-term support for ASEAN's "centrality" and its integration process, as ASEAN can play an

important role in maintaining the multipolar order in the Indo-Pacific region in the future.(Kei,2022) If

Japan wants to achieve a leading position in the Indo-Pacific order and safeguard and expand its own

interests and influence, it naturally needs to cooperate closely with ASEAN countries. Japan cooperates

with ASEAN through the "Japan-ASEAN Integration Fund" (JAIF) and provides assistance to support

the construction goals of the ASEAN community.

Second, Japan has provided targeted assistance according to the national conditions of ASEAN

countries. For example, providing patrol ships and other equipment to island countries such as Vietnam

and the Philippines, as well as cultivating relevant talents to strengthen their marine capacity building;

for countries with relatively developed industries such as Singapore, Indonesia, and Thailand, not only

providing assistance in the economic and trade fields but also emphasizing cooperation in the field of

security and disaster response; for countries such as Myanmar, Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam that are

relatively backward in all aspects, further providing technical cooperation and financial assistance to

help them carry out infrastructure construction and strengthen investment in the economic and trade

fields to promote the economic development of these countries. In the future, Japan will implement

targeted policies for ASEAN countries in a "broad sense" and ASEAN itself in a "narrow sense". This

will be beneficial for Japan to deepen its relations with ASEAN and its member states and play a

positive role in promoting Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy".

Furthermore, in order to expand its influence in Southeast Asia and smoothly promote the

implementation of the "Indo-Pacific Strategy", Japan actively engages in dialogue with ASEAN and its

member states and seeks to strengthen bilateral and multilateral cooperation. During the 2015 East Asia
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Summit and ASEAN Leaders' Meeting, then Prime Minister Shinzo Abe not only participated in the

Japan-ASEAN Leaders' Meeting but also held bilateral talks with the leaders of ASEAN member states,

aiming to further strengthen the ties and cooperation between Japan and Southeast Asian countries. In

addition, since Fumio Kishida became prime minister, he has visited ASEAN countries many times,

demonstrating his firm commitment to maintaining long-term friendly and cooperative relations with

ASEAN member states. In particular, in 2023, which marks the 50th anniversary of the establishment

of diplomatic relations between Japan and ASEAN. During the summit between Japanese and ASEAN

leaders, Fumio Kishida took this opportunity to hold in-depth talks with the leaders of ASEAN member

states except Myanmar to consolidate and expand bilateral cooperation. Fumio Kishida signed

agreements with Malaysian Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim and Indonesian President Joko Widodo

respectively. Japan provides official assistance to them to enhance the maritime security capabilities of

the recipient countries.

3. ASEAN's Perception of Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy"

ASEAN believes that its own leadership cooperation mechanism will be marginalized by the

Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) mechanism constructed by Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy",

and ASEAN will be unable to continuously play a leading role in regional construction. Moreover,

there are differences in the understanding of it among ASEAN member states, which will cause

division within ASEAN and undermine ASEAN's centrality. Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy" has an

obvious tendency to contain China. ASEAN is worried that it will affect its relationship with China and

it will be difficult to maintain neutrality in the competition among major powers. At the same time,

after the introduction of Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy", it has provided assistance to ASEAN countries

in multiple fields. ASEAN believes that this strategy not only helps in its own development but also

serves as an external force that can reduce its excessive dependence on China.

3.1 Considering that Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy" challenges ASEAN's Centrality

ASEAN has long played a leading role in maintaining the order in the Asia-Pacific region. Japan's

"Indo-Pacific Strategy" emphasizes the concept of "Indo-Pacific", and the importance of "Asia-Pacific"

seems to be relatively weakened. Correspondingly, it dilutes ASEAN's influence and marginalizes its

central position. Initially, ASEAN did not accept the "Indo-Pacific" concept proposed by the Japanese

government. It believes that regarding the Indian Ocean as a geographical "place" exaggerates the

"maritime" nature and seems to completely ignore or downplay the Southeast Asian subregion

(continent). (Wilkins, 2020) ASEAN is worried that the change in geopolitical focus will weaken its

central position in diplomacy. Therefore, in the official statement "ASEAN Outlook on the

Indo-Pacific" (AOIP) issued by ASEAN, "Indo-Pacific" is described as "although not a continuous

territorial space, it is a closely integrated and interconnected region", (ASEAN Main Portal, 2019)

which means that ASEAN's definition of the "Indo-Pacific" concept is an expansion and extension

based on the original "Asia-Pacific" concept.
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ASEAN believes that the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) advocated by Japan's "Indo-Pacific

Strategy" will lead to the marginalization of ASEAN-led security cooperation mechanisms in

diplomacy and weaken ASEAN's central position in the regional security architecture. After Shinzo

Abe came to power again in 2012, he stated that Japan would promote security cooperation with

Australia and India through "values diplomacy" means and attempt to shape a regional order centered

on QUAD without clearly defining ASEAN's status and role in it. The connotation of "ASEAN

centrality" that has long supported ASEAN's development is that ASEAN must continuously be at the

core of the Asia-Pacific region, and mechanisms such as the East Asia Summit (EAS) and the ASEAN

Regional Forum (ARF) led by ASEAN will be in a leading position in regional institutions for a long

time. (Hosoya, 2019) As Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy" advocates maintaining peace and stability in

the region through the new dialogue mechanism of QUAD in the Indo-Pacific region, it will lead to

ASEAN losing the initiative to establish new regional mechanisms in the Indo-Pacific region and will

also marginalize ASEAN's central position. Indonesia clearly stated that the region should be based on

ASEAN mechanisms and optimize the existing architecture rather than introducing a new regional

architecture. (Feng, 2021) At the 2019 Shangri-La Dialogue, when then Singaporean Prime Minister

Lee Hsien Loong talked about the "Belt and Road Initiative" and the "Indo-Pacific Strategy", he said:

"We support regional cooperation initiatives. These initiatives not only provide an open and inclusive

platform for countries to conduct constructive cooperation but also promote the deepening process of

regional integration." In addition, he added and emphasized: "These initiatives should strengthen the

existing cooperation mechanisms centered on ASEAN. They should not undermine the existing

architecture, let alone establish hostile blocs, deepen divisions, or force countries to take sides." (Wei,

2019) To a large extent, ASEAN member states believe that for Indo-Pacific cooperation, attention

should be paid to the existing framework led by ASEAN instead of promoting it through newly

established organizations.

Due to the differences in geographical locations and the complexity of political systems among

ASEAN member states, and as member states have their own interests to consider, there are differences

in their understandings of Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy". After Japan proposed the "Indo-Pacific

Strategy", it carried out "strategic fulcrum" diplomacy to ASEAN countries and actively strengthened

maritime security cooperation with the South China Sea claimant countries in ASEAN. Japan uses the

South China Sea issue to play up the "China threat" and provides defense equipment such as coast

guard ships and patrol ships to some member states, and is committed to improving their defense

capabilities to check and balance China. The national strategic goals of ASEAN member states are not

the same, and there are differences in their understandings of the South China Sea issue, making it

difficult to reach a consensus. (Saha, 2018) South China Sea claimant countries such as the Philippines

and Vietnam maintain a tough stance towards China on the South China Sea issue. While non-claimant

countries such as Laos, Cambodia, and Thailand, benefiting from the "Belt and Road Initiative" and the

Lancang-Mekong dialogue cooperation mechanism, are closely cooperating with China and bringing
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benefits to themselves, and are not willing to have conflicts with China. This makes it difficult for

ASEAN member states to reach a unified stance, further increasing strategic differentiation and

challenging ASEAN's centrality.

3.2 Some ASEAN member states believe that Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy" has a Color of Containing

China

Some ASEAN member states believe that Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy" has an exclusive tendency. In

essence, it is to diplomatically isolate China and weaken China's influence in the Indo-Pacific region.

ASEAN is the lifeline of Japan's maritime transportation, and its geographical location is crucial for

Japan to implement the "Indo-Pacific Strategy". Japan attempts to expand its alliance network through

"values diplomacy" under the framework of the "Indo-Pacific Strategy" and form a broader

"encirclement network against China". After the Liberal Democratic Party led by Shinzo Abe came to

power again at the end of 2012, in order to contain China's rise, it began to actively carry out

cooperation in diplomatic, political, economic and other fields with the United States, India, and

especially Southeast Asian countries and other countries, attempting to weaken China's political and

economic influence in Southeast Asian countries and surrounding regions. Therefore, Japan deepens

cooperation with ASEAN in economic, security and other fields and continuously promotes the

so-called "democratic values" to ASEAN, aiming to obtain ASEAN's support. However, Japan's

so-called "values" do not conform to ASEAN's regional cooperation concept, and are prone to causing

conflicts and confrontations between countries and increasing regional instability. (Liu,2020)ASEAN

has long advocated the principles of inclusiveness and neutrality to manage its relations with major

powers and exert its own influence. ASEAN is worried that following Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy"

will not only affect its long-term friendly relationship with China, but also lead to actions that deviate

from the principle of maintaining a balanced foreign relationship and undermine ASEAN's strategic

autonomy. (Lee, 2018) At the 25th Pacific Economic Cooperation Council (PECC) held in May 2018,

Indonesian Foreign Minister Retno Lestari Priansari Marsudi declared that "the 'Indo-Pacific' concept

should not be used as a containment strategy." In March 2018, Singaporean Prime Minister Lee Hsien

Loong said: "We hope that the Indo-Pacific strategy will ultimately present an inclusive and open

regional architecture where all countries can interact with each other in a peaceful and constructive way.

We do not want to end up with hostile blocs or being forced to take sides."(Tomotaka,2021) ASEAN is

cautious about the "Indo-Pacific Strategy" and is worried that it will evolve into a strategy aimed

entirely at confronting China. Therefore, ASEAN will not give full support to it.

Japan has targeted the exertion of influence on countries such as the Philippines, Indonesia, and

Vietnam. Some ASEAN member states believe that this move is aimed at countering China. Under the

pretext of maintaining the security order in the South China Sea, Japan has targeted the strengthening

of defense cooperation with ASEAN. By providing assistance to ASEAN member states in building

maritime security capabilities, it is actually attempting to play a more active role in South China Sea

affairs. In December 2022, the Japanese government adopted the "Guidelines on Strengthening
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Maritime Security Capabilities." This document emphasizes that China's activities in the East China

Sea, South China Sea and other fields "are making the regional maritime security situation tense." It

can be seen that Japan is deliberately creating a "China threat" and undermining the relationship

between China and ASEAN. Japan uses the South China Sea issue to hope to draw in ASEAN countries

to oppose China. However, ASEAN has long relied on an external peaceful environment to promote

economic development within the region, and there is close cooperation between China and ASEAN in

fields such as economy and trade, humanities, and the environment. Based on considerations of

national interests and regional situations, the ruling elites of Malaysia adopt a flexible and pragmatic

policy and believe that China is not a "security threat." Malaysian Prime Minister Anwar has repeatedly

emphasized in public that Malaysia will not "take sides" and will not waver in developing

equal-distance relations with major powers due to the escalation of major power competition. Indonesia,

which held the rotating presidency of ASEAN in 2023, has also clearly emphasized many times that

ASEAN will never become an agent of major power competition nor a "battlefield" of major power

competition.

3.3 Believing that Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy" Is Beneficial for its own Development and can

Enhance Strategic Autonomy

ASEAN believes that Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy" will contribute to its own economic development.

First, ASEAN believes that Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy" will help improve infrastructure

construction in Southeast Asia. The infrastructure development indexes of ASEAN countries such as

Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines are all relatively high in the global rankings, indicating their

strong demand for regional infrastructure construction and development. In May 2015, Japan proposed

the concept of building a "Partnership for Quality Infrastructure" and planned to cooperate with

international financial institutions such as the Asian Development Bank (ADB). From 2016 onwards, it

will provide about 110 billion U.S. dollars for infrastructure construction investment in Indo-Pacific

countries within four years. At the "Japan-ASEAN Leaders' Summit" in November 2017, ASEAN

expressed its support and recognition for Japan's initiatives in high-quality infrastructure and talent

cultivation. (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2017) On March 14, 2024, when Vietnamese Prime

Minister Pham Minh Chinh met with Takebe Tsutomu, special advisor to the Japan-Vietnam Friendship

Parliamentarians' Alliance, he said: He hoped that Japan would quickly provide a new generation of

official development assistance (ODA) for the railway project from the center of Hanoi to the Hoa Lac

high-tech park in Vietnam. (Socialist Republic of Vietnam Government News, 2024) Second, ASEAN

believes that deepening the construction of a future-oriented partnership with Japan will enhance its

own economic vitality and promote the construction of the ASEAN Community. In 2019, at the 34th

ASEAN-Japan Forum, ASEAN recognized the important role played by Japan in trade and investment

with ASEAN. And it is expected that Japan will continue to support the construction of the ASEAN

Community. (Association of Southeast Asian Nations, 2019) In 2023, ASEAN Secretary-General Kao

Kim Hourn stated at the press conference of "ASEAN Secretary-General and the Federation of
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Japanese Chambers of Commerce and Industry in ASEAN (FJCCIA)" that ASEAN and Japan agreed to

establish the "ASEAN-Japan Co-Created Vision" to jointly promote the deepening and practicality of

bilateral relations and promote sustainable economic development. Economic cooperation between

ASEAN and Japan will boost the vigorous growth of the economies of both sides and achieve regional

win-win results and prosperity.

ASEAN believes that Japan's strengthening of its marine defense capabilities and maritime law

enforcement capabilities will help address possible challenges and ensure regional security. In

November 2019, the "Japan-ASEAN Defense Ministers' Meeting" adopted "Vientiane Vision 2.0."

Japan will support ASEAN countries in enhancing their information collection and warning and

surveillance capabilities in the field of maritime security, thereby realizing the so-called maritime order

emphasized in Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy." On January 30, 2024, at the 13th "Japan-ASEAN

Deputy Defense Ministers' Level" meeting, Vietnamese Deputy Defense Minister General Hoàng Xuân

Chiến expressed support for the "Vientiane Vision 2.0" initiative and looked forward to strengthening

the defense cooperation relationship between ASEAN and Japan to ensure regional peace and stability.

On April 29, 2024, Japan provided the Japanese-made TPS-P14ME mobile radar system to the

Philippines, which will significantly enhance the Philippines' maritime domain awareness. Philippine

Defense Secretary Gilbert Teodoro Jr. said at the handover ceremony held at Camp Aguinalado in

Quezon City that the Japanese-made air surveillance radar has "added eyes" for the Philippines,

(Indo-Pacific Defense Forum, 2024) which will help strengthen the combat capabilities of the

Philippine Armed Forces.

ASEAN believes that the introduction of Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy" is an external force for it to

hedge against China's rise and reduce its excessive dependence on China, thereby enhancing its own

strategic autonomy. With the significant improvement of China's economic power and military

capabilities, ASEAN's trade, personnel and other connections with China have become closer and the

degree of dependence is also continuously increasing. ASEAN expects to rely on external forces to

reduce its dependence on China and thus maintain its central position. (Sudo, 2023) After Japan

introduced the "Indo-Pacific Strategy", it strengthened cooperation with ASEAN in fields such as

digital innovation, human resource investment, and infrastructure. ASEAN can use Japan's economic

and political strength to strengthen its own influence in regional affairs and enhance its international

status. At the same time, as conflicts between China and some ASEAN member states in the South

China Sea intensify, the QUAD promoted by Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy" has strengthened its

hostile stance towards China in the Indo-Pacific region. Some people in Southeast Asia believe that the

QUAD advocated by the United States and Japan is a mechanism to check and balance China and

maintain their own security. In 2018, Huong Le Thu, a Vietnamese scholar at the Australian Strategic

Policy Institute (ASPI), conducted a survey on Southeast Asians' views on QUAD. Among them, 35%

of the respondents believed that QUAD is a cooperation mechanism to deal with China's rise and can

maintain their national security. (Le Thu, 2018)In a survey conducted by the Southeast Asia Research
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Center of the ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute among the people of Southeast Asia in 2020, 45.8% of the

respondents believed that QUAD has a "positive" or "very positive" impact on regional security. This

shows that some people in Southeast Asia believe that the QUAD promoted by Japan's "Indo-Pacific

Strategy" has a positive effect on maintaining their own regional security. (ISEAS -Yusof Ishak

Institute, 2020)

4. ASEAN's Response to Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy"

In the context of intensified geopolitical games today, ASEAN has introduced the "ASEAN Outlook on

the Indo-Pacific" (AOIP) to ensure its own centrality, providing a guiding plan for maintaining

ASEAN's central position in the future. ASEAN hopes to balance the interests and influences of major

powers in the region, and actively cooperate with extra-regional countries through the community

model, and seek a "third way" for regional order construction. Considering its own interests, ASEAN is

unwilling to be involved in the confrontation and competition between major powers. Therefore,

ASEAN has long adopted the "hedging strategy" to maintain its traditional strategic goal, that is, to

ensure the independence and autonomy of Southeast Asia and maintain ASEAN's idealized inclusive

regional order. ASEAN implements hedging between China and Japan to lead regional cooperation in

order to obtain economic benefits as much as possible.

4.1 Introducing the "ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific" to Maintain its Own Centrality

To maintain its central position in regional multilateralism and refuse to let external forces interfere in

internal regional affairs, ASEAN has introduced the "ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific" (AOIP)

that conforms to its own Indo-Pacific concept. Most ASEAN member states were once overseas

colonies of great powers, and Southeast Asia was affected to varying degrees by the competition

between major powers during the Cold War. Due to historical factors, ASEAN member states reject

extra-regional major powers from interfering in their own internal affairs and resolutely maintain their

own centrality. (Yuzawa, 2022) With the successive introduction of "Indo-Pacific strategies" by the

United States, Australia, India, Japan and other countries, to a large extent, it means that ASEAN has

lost the ability to lead the development of the "Indo-Pacific" concept. ASEAN realizes that if it cannot

effectively participate in the construction of a new regional order and make corresponding responses,

ASEAN may be marginalized. In view of factors such as strategic competition between China and the

United States and various versions of "Indo-Pacific strategies" introduced by other countries, Indonesia

has proposed an Indo-Pacific outlook centered on ASEAN. In 2018, Indonesia submitted the draft of

the "ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific" to ASEAN. After Indonesia lobbied other ASEAN member

states and after long-term consultations among member states, in June 2019, ASEAN adopted the

"ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific" at the 34th summit. (Anwar, 2020) In the "Outlook", ASEAN

emphasizes the basic principles of its own development of foreign relations, that is, maintaining

ASEAN's central position, and on this basis, ensuring that the Indo-Pacific region is open, transparent

and inclusive. This document introduces ASEAN into major power balance diplomacy and plays the
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strategic role of ASEAN as a regional coordinator, marking the formation of ASEAN's version of the

"Indo-Pacific vision". (Suzuki, 2021) The "Outlook" is ASEAN's response to the US and Japanese

versions of the "Indo-Pacific Strategy", but it is different from the values and normative principles it

emphasizes and is more in line with ASEAN's principles of inclusiveness, consensus-building and

emphasizing normative methods.

To safeguard its leading position in regional cooperation, ASEAN emphasizes that the Asia-Pacific

regional cooperation mechanism led by it will not be replaced by the mechanism advocated by the

"Indo-Pacific Strategy". At the ASEAN summit in 2019, ASEAN emphasized to its dialogue partners

that ASEAN member states unanimously agree that all initiatives and concepts related to the

Indo-Pacific region should maintain ASEAN's central position, and that dialogue and cooperation

within the region should be based on ASEAN-led mechanisms such as the East Asia Summit (EAS) and

the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF). ASEAN emphasizes in the AOIP that it will continue to use

ASEAN-led mechanisms such as the East Asia Summit as a platform for dialogue and cooperation in

the Indo-Pacific region, indicating that ASEAN does not intend to establish a new mechanism or

replace existing mechanisms, (Gill, 2023) but rather wants to use existing mechanisms to strengthen

regional cooperation and unity. ASEAN has introduced the AOIP, seeking initiatives that conform to

the connotations of the current era, and is committed to maintaining its own leading cooperation

mechanism and avoiding being marginalized in diplomacy by other cooperation organizations.

ASEAN seeks to continue to play the role of "middleman", providing a dialogue platform for mediating

major power competition and avoiding being forced to take sides and undermining its centrality. In

response to the new geopolitical competition in the Indo-Pacific region, ASEAN has introduced the

AOIP based on the principle of "openness, transparency and inclusiveness" with unique regionalist

guidelines. It mentions "ASEAN community building" and "greater sense of community" many times,

and emphasizes being committed to playing a "central and strategic role". In the past few decades,

regional cooperation frameworks led by ASEAN such as the East Asia Summit (EAS) have played an

active role in maintaining peace and stability in the Indo-Pacific region. ASEAN not only continuously

engages with other East Asian countries but also attempts to conduct dialogue and exchanges with all

major powers in the current international landscape. The inclusive principle in the AOIP supports such

exchanges. By introducing the AOIP, ASEAN has built a platform for dialogue among major powers,

aiming to reconcile and resolve conflicts among major powers and countries within the region that arise

in the process of promoting the construction of regional order, so as to ensure the stability of regional

order and enhance its own voice in regional affairs. This reflects ASEAN's hope to continue to serve as

a bridge for communication and cooperation among countries and maintain its central position in the

Indo-Pacific region.

4.2 Strengthening Cooperation with External Countries to Expand Strategic Autonomous Space

In today's pattern of major power competition, ASEAN seeks to establish partnerships with countries

inside and outside the region through the community model and attempts to find and create a broader
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strategic space in the Asia-Pacific region. ASEAN continues to play a leading role in regional

community building. ASEAN's community model is regarded as the "third way" in addition to the US

alliance system and China's institutional network. In the game pattern among China, the United States

and Japan, ASEAN can use the community model to attract more extra-regional partners to participate

in the "ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific", so as to balance the interests and influences of major

powers in the region and then achieve comprehensive security and development in the Indo-Pacific

region. In August 2018, the ASEAN Foreign Ministers' Meeting released the "Joint Communiqué",

expressing the relationship between major powers' regional strategies and ASEAN centrality: "We

discussed new proposals put forward by extra-regional partners aiming to deepen regional

engagement... Agreed to explore reciprocal cooperation on the basis of maintaining ASEAN centrality...

We emphasized the need to strengthen an ASEAN-centered, open, transparent, inclusive and

rules-based regional framework." By issuing official reports, ASEAN conveys its stance of

strengthening cooperative relations with extra-regional partners.

ASEAN enhances its voice and influence in regional affairs and expands its strategic influence by

strengthening cooperation with other countries or regional organizations. In April 2018, ASEAN

leaders issued a statement at the 32nd ASEAN Summit: reaffirming the importance of maintaining

ASEAN's central position and unity in the process of building the ASEAN community and engaging

with external partners. In 2022, ASEAN's relationship with India was upgraded to a comprehensive

strategic partnership, marking that the two sides will deepen cooperation in multiple fields. The

cooperation field between ASEAN and India began to shift to regional defense and security, and the

two deepened cooperation in the maritime field. At the "ASEAN-India Summit" in 2023, the two sides

issued the first joint statement centered on maritime cooperation. It indicates that the two sides will

deepen cooperation in the maritime field and jointly address challenges and threats in the maritime

field. In September 2023, during the 43rd ASEAN Summit and a series of meetings held in the capital

of Indonesia, ASEAN, the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IOPA) and the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF)

jointly signed a memorandum of cooperation. Indonesian Foreign Minister Retno Marsudi said that

ASEAN and Indian Ocean and Pacific countries must work together to maintain peace and stability in

the region. In September 2023, ASEAN and Canada established a strategic partnership at the

"ASEAN-Canada Summit". Canada stated that it will actively participate in the regional architecture

mechanism led by ASEAN and support ASEAN's central position. As major power strategic

competition intensifies, the United States and its allies have carried out all-round "containment and

interception" of China, and the pressure on ASEAN countries to "take sides" is also increasing day by

day. ASEAN's choice to cooperate with countries such as India and Pacific island countries is exploring

a new path for regional development and shaping a regional structural system centered on ASEAN.

ASEAN invites extra-regional countries to participate in building regional order and developing an

inclusive regional architecture, bringing a broader development space for itself. In order to promote the

continuous growth of the regional economy, ASEAN invites countries such as China, Japan, and South
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Korea to jointly participate in building a free trade area and promoting the implementation of the

Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP). The successful conclusion of RCEP in 2020

marks a significant achievement of ASEAN in leading the construction of regional economic order. It

not only demonstrates ASEAN's leadership but also represents that ASEAN has explored a regional

cooperation path independent of the traditional major power-led models such as China, the United

States, and Japan, injecting new vitality into regional economic integration. By building a dialogue

platform, ASEAN invites extra-regional partners to jointly participate in building a peaceful and

prosperous Indo-Pacific region. From September 5 to 6, 2023, Indonesia promoted the convening of the

first "ASEAN-Indo-Pacific Forum (AIPF)" . The theme of this forum is "Implementing the ASEAN

Outlook on the Indo-Pacific", aiming to deepen cooperation in the Indo-Pacific region and achieve

prosperity and harmony in the Indo-Pacific region. ASEAN actively strengthens cooperation with

extra-regional countries in order to expand its strategic autonomy space in the complex and changing

competitive landscape.

4.3 Hedging between China and Japan to Seek Its Own Interests

ASEAN places bets on both sides between China and Japan. It not only wants to ensure the peace and

stability of the surrounding environment but also expects to safeguard its own interests in the changing

geopolitical landscape. On the one hand, most ASEAN member states are worried that Japan's

"Indo-Pacific Strategy" will undermine the existing peace in the region and affect the friendly relations

established between ASEAN and China. Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy" contains its own political and

military intentions. The policy tone of the Japanese Self-Defense Forces shifting from "defense" to

"offense" will increase regional instability. As China's own national defense construction is increasingly

strengthened, ASEAN seeks to maintain close cooperation with China to maintain regional peace and

stability. On the other hand, ASEAN is worried that excessive dependence on China will lead to the

loss of strategic autonomy and hopes to use Japan's power to hedge against China's power and maintain

regional balance. (Hanada, 2019) ASEAN has close bilateral trade and investment relations with China.

The economic growth of ASEAN countries benefits from the support and assistance of China's "Belt

and Road Initiative". However, there is an unbalanced return in ASEAN's cooperation with China.

ASEAN is worried that excessive dependence on China will lead to the loss of strategic autonomy.

Therefore, ASEAN not only seeks cooperation with Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy" to reduce its

asymmetric interdependence with China, thereby ensuring its own central position and leadership in

regional affairs. It also looks forward to continuing to deepen economic cooperation and contacts with

China to achieve mutually beneficial and win-win economic growth to promote its own economic and

social development and jointly maintain regional prosperity and stability.

ASEAN absorbs the policy principles and cooperation concepts emphasized by China and Japan, and

then adjusts its own foreign policies to seek its own interests. In the AOIP, ASEAN not only expresses

the expectation of further discussing the Indo-Pacific concept but also mentions its regard for China as
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an important partner. For example, in the AOIP, ASEAN mentions being committed to maintaining a

"rule-based regional architecture", emphasizing respect for international law and ensuring freedom of

navigation and overflight at sea. This stance is in line with the norms and principles followed by the

United States and Japan in managing maritime affairs. The concept of "establishing strategic mutual

trust and win-win cooperation" is consistent with the concept of developing regional partnerships

advocated by China. ASEAN adopts various hedging strategies and cooperates with countries such as

China and Japan, hoping to seek its own interests to the greatest extent. ASEAN is exploring possible

cooperation with Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy". In November 2020, in the "Joint Statement on AOIP

Cooperation at the 23rd Japan-ASEAN Summit", ASEAN confirmed that AOIP and FOIP will

cooperate in fields such as maritime cooperation. When cooperating with China, ASEAN attaches

importance to fields such as economic development and connectivity. For example, in November 2019,

at the China-ASEAN 10+1 leaders' meeting, the "Joint Statement on the Synergy between the Belt and

Road Initiative and the Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity 2025" was issued. This marks that

ASEAN actively deepens cooperation with China in pursuit of its own interests.

In addition, ASEAN has not only upgraded its partnership with Japan under the framework of the

"Indo-Pacific Strategy", but also maintained and deepened its cooperative relationship with China

under the background of the "Belt and Road Initiative". In September 2023, Japan and ASEAN issued a

joint statement at the 26th Japan-ASEAN Leaders' Meeting, upgrading their relationship to a

"Japan-ASEAN Comprehensive Strategic Partnership". The establishment of this relationship not only

helps ASEAN enhance its resilience to deal with major power competition, but also enhances its

strategic autonomy. At the same time, in order to expand the intersection of economic interests between

the two sides, China and ASEAN are vigorously promoting the construction of the China-ASEAN Free

Trade Area and further strengthening economic and trade ties and cooperation between the two sides.

From April 22 to 26, 2024, ASEAN and China held the sixth round of negotiations on promoting the

China-ASEAN Free Trade Area 3.0 version in Singapore. The two sides are vigorously promoting

consultations in multiple fields such as the digital economy, green economy, and supply chain

connectivity, demonstrating ASEAN's support and recognition for China's promotion of economic

prosperity and development in the region.

5. Conclusion

The international community is in a period of historical transition. Emerging market countries such as

China and India are constantly rising, while countries in the West such as the United States are

relatively weakened, and the original international paradigm has changed. Located between Asia and

Oceania, ASEAN connects the Pacific Ocean and the Indian Ocean and has important strategic

significance for ensuring maritime and air routes. Therefore, ASEAN is one of the key areas for global

competition in the future. The introduction of Japan's "Indo-Pacific Strategy" presents both

opportunities and challenges for ASEAN countries. ASEAN can seize the opportunities brought by the
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"Indo-Pacific Strategy". Through Japan's assistance in economic, technological and environmental

fields, it can improve its own infrastructure construction, promote internal connectivity, and stimulate

the vigorous economic development of various countries to promote the construction of the ASEAN

community. The challenge lies in how ASEAN can master the "degree" of contact with Japan's

"Indo-Pacific Strategy" to ensure that it can not only use external resources to promote its own

development, but also continue to safeguard its own interests in major power competition and enhance

its influence and status in international affairs. ASEAN can cooperate with areas in Japan's

"Indo-Pacific Strategy" that are in line with its own interests and avoid the risks that may be brought by

excessive dependence or being involved. China should adopt a pragmatic and flexible strategy to

eliminate ASEAN's concerns about itself. China should be based on supporting ASEAN's central

position and conduct all-round cooperation under ASEAN-led regional cooperation mechanisms such

as the RCEP. When dealing with the South China Sea issue, it should be resolved through joint

consultation, reject external forces from interfering in South China Sea affairs, properly manage South

China Sea differences, jointly maintain a stable and peaceful regional environment, and jointly address

regional security challenges.
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