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Regional Security Institutions:
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Abstract

The security environment in Southeast Asia has undergone dramatic transformation
in recent years. The traditional strategic imaginary of the “Asia-Pacific” has gradually shifted
toward the “Indo-Pacific,” while Sino-US competition, the militarization of the South China
Sea, the rise of minilateral security arrangements, and geoeconomic institutional competition
have all imposed pressures on ASEAN centrality. This article adopts the analytical lens
of regional security institutions and institutional strategies to examine how ASEAN has
maintained its regional autonomy and strategic space through a multilevel institutional
division of labor encompassing the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), the East Asia Summit
(EAS), and the ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting-Plus (ADMM-Plus). Building upon the
institutional foundation established with the creation of the ARF in 1994, the analysis treats
the 2005 launch of the EAS as a critical turning point. The article argues that while the security
community literature effectively explains ASEAN’s internal normative order and minimal unity,
understanding how ASEAN responds to external great power competition requires further
analysis of its external institutional action. The study finds that ASEAN centrality is sustained
not by any single institutional platform but through a division of labor across security dialogue,
leader-level agenda-setting, and defense and non-traditional security cooperation, enabling
its institutional strategies to transition from co-option toward hedging, with member-state-
level, issue-specific tendencies toward limited balancing emerging after 2023. This institutional
division of labor demonstrates ASEAN’s resilience as a regional security institution while also

revealing its limitations in fully constraining member states’ security choices.

Keywords: ASEAN centrality, Indo-Pacific strategy, regional security institutions, institutional hedging,

limited balancing
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