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ASEAN SEEN FROM CHINA:
A NON-MAINSTREAM VIEW 
OF A NECESSARY 
RELATIONSHIP

Yet, it would be overly simplistic to view Southeast 
Asia as little more than an object for geostrategic 
competition between Beijing, on one hand, and 
Washington and its allies in Asia and beyond,
on the other. Indeed, it could be argued that 
this binary mode of analysis helped justifying 
military con�icts in Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia, 
leading to the loss of millions of lives.

Post-WWII Southeast Asia, with its rapid economic 
development out of the destructions of war, 
functioned as a source of inspiration for China 
when the latter emerged out of the self-imposed 
destruction of the Cultural Revolution. The poten-
tial for trade – both as a �nal destination and as a 
conduit to wider markets around the world – and 
investment opportunities that Southeast Asian 
markets could o�er was a practical motivation for 
China to select its four coastal cities of Shenzhen, 
Zhuhai, Shantou and Xiamen as “special economic 
zones” in 1979. China supported the businesses of 
the ethnic Chinese throughout Southeast Asia to 
help them develop their ancestral hometowns: 
along with human ties came a transfer of practical
know-how for the further attraction of foreign 

Mainstream assessments of the evolution of the 
relationship between China and the 10 member 
states of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) would lead one to think regional order is at 
risk, if not already in disarray. Disagreements over 
the South China Sea, dormant for decades since the 
end of the Second World War, made a comeback 
with the Philippines’ initiation of an arbitration case 
against China in 2013, which in turn led fellow 
ASEAN member states to have to publicly side with 
either Manila or Beijing. Some ASEAN states even 
agreed to upgrade their military ties with Japan, 
which is involved in its own maritime dispute 
with China in the East China Sea. Furthermore,
the Lancang-Mekong Cooperation Mechanism, 
launched in 2016, sees China consulting with the 
�ve Indochinese states of Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, 
Thailand and Myanmar as a sub-group of their own, 
in spite of them being also members of ASEAN. 
Overall, when it comes to preferences for regional 
order, there is the constant debate – however tactical 
on the part of the Southeast Asian actor  – about 
having to side with either Washington or Beijing.

As part of the first Lancang-Mekong Cooperation meeting in 2016, China committed to granting preferential loans and a credit 
line (for a total value of over 3 billion USD) to its partner countries for infrastructure and production capacity projects.    (Source: mfa.go.th)
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