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U. S.-China Institutional Competition and ASEAN Centrality: An
Analysis Based on ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF)

WU Lin

Abstract: Since Trump took office, there has been a major shift in the
institutional competition between the U. S. and China in the Asia
Pacific region: a vicious competition model has replaced the benign
model as the “new normal”; the checks and balances between the U.
S. and China have been upgraded, and their competition in ASEAN-
centered institutions has strengthened as a result of the U. S. ’s
neglect of ASEAN; the agenda, mode and process of institutional
competition have been dominated by the U. S. for China’s passive
involvement in the vicious competition. The checks and balances
between the U. S. and China and the upgrading of their competition
have weakened ASEAN centrality in the regional multilateral
institutions in different ways and to varying degrees. By analyzing the
intra-institutional competition between the U. S. and China from the
perspective of institutional functions with ARF as an example, the
research finds that the U. S. and China are changing the nature of
ASEAN centrality from within the ASEAN-led structure, especially
the legitimate status of the “cooperative security” model, ASEAN’s
leading power in agenda setting, the normative consistency within
ASEAN, and the recognition and practice of “ASEAN Way”. It is
difficult for ASEAN to provide a buffer platform and bargaining rules
for U. S.-China competition under the existing mechanisms. Being
degraded to a secondary player in institutional competitions on
regional issues and norms, ASEAN has more willingness than
capability to maintain the “ASEAN Way”. Caught in the new
strategic environment, ASEAN has recognized the necessity and
urgency of starting a new round of adaptation and innovation. While
strengthening the functions of regional institutions and supporting the
reconstruction of ASEAN centrality are still in line with China’s
interests, in the long run, China will encounter mounting tension
between supporting the reconstruction of ASEAN centrality and
maintaining limited competition with the United States.

Key words: U. S.-China competition, institutional competition,
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