The role of civil society of Southeast Asian states in the processes of regional cooperation in the framework of ASEAN

Yulia Rachinsky-Spivakov
Соискатель, 1 курс, факультет востоковедения,
Московский Государственный Институт Международных Отношений
E–mail: rachinsk@hotmail.com
Main body of research about ASEAN analyzes its activity through the lens of “old regionalism” that focuses on state level and sees regionalization as imposed from above by the governments. This paper follows the “new regionalism approach” that involves more spontaneous processes that often emerge from below, i.e. involve societies and other non-governmental actors [Hettne, 1998, 9]. Implying this approach to South-East Asian region is innovative, due to the fact that for a long time it was perceived that the unique character of regional governments has a limited space for civil society participation. This paper claims that in recent years, the regional dynamics has changed and civil society today plays a role in regional integrational processes in ASEAN.
ASEAN was initially created as an inter-governmental organization which purpose predominantly was to protect the policy autonomy of the regional states from being threatened by the interests of the great powers of the Cold War era [Weatherbee, 2019, 28]. Even though its founding declaration, the 1967 Bangkok Declarations, states that ASEAN members are committed to "secure for their peoples ... the blessings of peace, freedom and prosperity", its early history demonstrates that its main purpose was to safeguard the assets of the ruling elite [Collins, 2008, 314].   

However, in 1997, at the height of the Asian financial crisis, when ASEAN member states started to realize that in order to secure legitimization for the organization they need to increase the level of participation of people in the region. This notion found its place in ASEAN vision 2020 that stressed the importance of “people taking ownership” of its implementation [Collins, Ibid, 316]. In order to achieve this goal, various platforms for communication between governmental and non-governmental sectors were created, such as ASEAN people’s Assembly, ASEAN people’s Forum, ASEAN Civil Society Conferences [Nesadurai, 2012, 167]. 

A number of ASEAN specialists claimed in this regard that the declarative image of “people-oriented” ASEAN still de facto provides limited opportunities for CSO’s to exercise their influence on regional policy and mainly serves as a tool for the ruling elites to secure allegedly broader support for their decisions [Kelly, 2015, 380].

By analyzing social media channels of regional CSO’s and interviewing some position holders in ASEAN, this research demonstrates that in the last years ASEAN CSO’s find other channels to contest regional policy on various topics. “Identity-based groups” [Quayle, 2013, 114] in the region, like migrant workers, have a great influence on regional integration processes. Even though, they are not formally organized for action, but their recognizability as a group and their valuable financial contribution to some of the economies in the region, lead to the signing of ASEAN Consensus on Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers in 2018. On the other hand, various national CSO’s combine efforts by forming regional coalitions in order to contest regional policy issues and influence the course of ASEAN policy.
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