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ABSTRACT

Why Indonesia remains committed to maintain centrality of ASEAN in its Indo-Pacific strat-
egy as a way to deter conflicts, especially in light of President Joko “Jokowi” Widodo’s famous 
proclamation of “Global Maritime Fulcrum?” The main thrust of “Global Maritime Fulcrum” 
doctrine is that in order to face shifting geopolitical and economic power from the West to 
Asia, Indonesia needs to face the challenge by putting Indonesia’s interest back to the fore-
front of global political and economic discourse. Yet, by the end of the day, Indonesia remains 
committed in pushing for the centrality of ASEAN especially in dealing with potential con-
flicts in the Indo-Pacific region. By stressing the centrality of ASEAN, meaning that Indone-
sia is attempting to strengthen cooperation between the members of ASEAN and crafting a 
cooperative regional framework, Indonesia and ASEAN as a whole may be able to reduce 
the tension due to the clashing interest of the United States and China in Indo-Pacific region.

Keywords: Indonesia, Global Maritime Fulcrum, ASEAN centrality, geopolitical and eco-
nomic power

Mengapa Indonesia tetap menekankan sentralitas ASEAN dalam strategi Indo-Pasifiknya 
sebagai cara untuk menghindari konflik, terutama setelah proklamasi Presiden Joko Wido-
do mengenai Poros Maritim Dunia? Argumen utama doktrin Poros Maritim Dunia adalah 
menghadapi perubahan kekuasaan geopolitics dan ekonomi dari Barat ke Asia, Indonesia 
perlu menghadapi tantangan dengan mengembalikan kepentingan Indonesia ke hadapan di-
skursus politik dan ekonomi global. Namun pada akhirnya, Indonesia tetap memiliki komit-
men untuk mendorong sentralitas ASEAN dalam menghadapi potensi konflik di kawasan In-
do-Pasifik karena sentralitas ASEAN tetap penting dalam menignkatkan kerjasama antara 
negara-negara ASEAN dan membentuk kerangka kerjasama regional, dan Indonesia dan 
ASEAN secara keseluruhan dapat mengurangi ketengangan yang disebabkan pertentangan 
kepentingan Amerika Serikat dan China di kawasan Indo-Pacific.

Kata-kata kunci: Indonesia, Global Maritime Fulcrum, sentralitas ASEAN, kekuatan geo-
politik dan ekonomi
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Why Indonesia remains committed to maintain centrality of ASEAN in its Indo-Pa-
cific strategy as a way to deter conflicts, especially in light of President Joko “Jokowi” 
Widodo’s famous proclamation of “Global Maritime Fulcrum?” The main thrust of 
“Global Maritime Fulcrum” doctrine is that facing shifting geopolitical and economic 
power from the West to Asia, Indonesia needed to face the challenge by putting Indo-
nesia’s interest back to the forefront of global political and economic discourse (Wit-
ular 2014). In a sense, under the “Global Maritime Fulcrum,” Indonesia is supposedly 
focusing more on itself than the rest of ASEAN. Of course, this does not mean that 
Indonesia is going to completely abandons ASEAN, but the onus of Indonesian policy 
should be mostly on Indonesia itself. As Jokowi himself bluntly stated that Indonesia’s 
diplomatic approach must not be “the sort of diplomacy that spend money, but one 
that makes money (Sheany 2018).” As a result, many observers saw Jokowi as focusing 
more on bilateral than multilateral relations, and Indonesia was becoming less and 
less oriented toward the ASEAN (Poole 2015).

Yet, by the end of the day, Indonesia remains committed in pushing for the centrality 
of ASEAN especially in dealing with potential conflicts in the Indo-Pacific region. As 
Foreign Minister Retno Marsudi stated in her annual press statement, strengthening 
the unity and centrality of ASEAN as a key player in the region remains one of the main 
focus of Indonesian foreign policy (Leo 2018). The reason is that at this point, due to 
its relative weakness, Indonesia really does not have much choice except to focus on 
the centrality of ASEAN itself, as a way to increase its diplomatic clout. Should Indo-
nesia be successful, it will help binding at least ten nations into the position of benign 
neutrality that hopefully could help reducing the tension in the region. At the same 
time, by pushing the centrality of ASEAN, this will help amplifying Indonesia’s voice, 
that Indonesia can punch above its weight due to its regional leadership.

The changes in political constellation in Indo-Pacific region due to growing influence 
and tension between the United States and China lead to growing regional instability. 
As a result, the possibility of conflict and military clashes occurring is getting higher 
and higher. And this conflict will inadvertently drag many states into it, as both the 
United States and China have been increasing its clout, through regional architecture 
that they created, in the United States’ case, its military alliances, and in China’s case, 
its “Belt and Road” project and some of the states that are going to be involved in the 
dispute between the United States and China is located in Southeast Asia, in Indone-
sia’s backyard. And this is the main reason why ASEAN, with Indonesia taking the 
lead, needs to pick a stance to be able to defend and enhance its role in the Souteast 
Asia region, and gradually, also broaden its role in the Indo-Pacific region. In order to 
do that, first ASEAN needs to focus on crafting a coherent united policy to deal with 
problems in Indo-Pacific region (Laksmana 2018b).

Moreover, ASEAN has a significant role in the Indo-Pacific concept, as it is strategical-
ly located right in the middle of Indo-Pacific, between Indian and Pacific oceans, and 
thus becomes a lynchpin of this regional concept (Chen 2018). This in turn, gives ASE-
AN the role to contribute by maintaining the stability of the region, achieving security, 
peace, and regional stability through utilizing its cooperative framework and strong 
commitment among its members and its partners outside ASEAN (Kementerian Luar 
Negeri Republik Indonesia 2012). By stressing the centrality of ASEAN, meaning that 
Indonesia is attempting to strengthen cooperation between the members of ASEAN 
and crafting a cooperative regional framework, Indonesia and ASEAN as a whole may 
be able to reduce the tension due to the clashing interest of the United States and Chi-
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na in Indo-Pacific. The mechanism of ASEAN-led cooperative framework will become 
the media, the meeting points that moderate, combine, and communicate the interests 
between various powers in the region, in a more objective framework, meaning states, 
regardless of their power and capability, may have the opportunity to accomplish mu-
tually beneficial relationship between everyone in the region (Kementerian Luar Neg-
eri Republik Indonesia 2019).In turn, Indonesia’s foreign policy that stresses the cen-
trality of ASEAN is relevant to the Strategic Planning of Foreign Ministry of Indonesia 
2015-2019 that stresses the need to increase the role and leadership of Indonesia in 
ASEAN.

Theoretical Argument: ASEAN and Indonesia

As growing need in human lives will keep increasing the complexity in the international 
relations, including due to globalization, which increase the connectivity among states, 
the possibility for conflicts in various different area of interaction will keep growing. 
That, however, also includes spaces where states can cooperate to craft mutually 
beneficial relationship. Therefore, states, specifically political and professional elite, 
should always try to engage in mutually beneficial cooperation, as it is always be the best 
answer to reduce the potential for conflicts (Haas 1964). While liberal institutionalists 
agree that it is difficult to develop cooperation among states, at the same time, the 
potential for profit by cooperation makes it worthwhile for states to take a risk, and 
to build common trust (Keohane 1984). As each state has different background and 
need in fulfilling its needs in order to maintain itself, this creates the foundation for 
cooperation, that each state can go alone and risk scarcity, or they can cooperate 
together to gain benefits that they cannot get on their own. This becomes the foundation 
for mutually cooperative relationship, that they by the end of the day, will be more 
dependent to other states to fulfill their needs. And this will affect how states behave 
in order to maintain their relationship. And the stronger the cooperative relationship, 
the higher the interdependence, and more importantly, the higher the level of trust is 
as they all more and more believe that each state will be commited to this cooperative 
relationship and will try to do their best to maintain this relationship for their own 
(and common) profit. And through the involvement in complex profitable cooperative 
relationship, states then would develop an interconnected network of interpendence 
(Kodoldko 2011) which will increase the mutually beneficial relationship that would 
reduce the potential for conflicts (Keohane & Nye 1977). 

In essence, states will always end up maintain long-term mutually beneficial relationship 
and would be less interested in destroying it, since building trust take a lot of time and 
energy, with the risk of states that would try to take advantage of them for short-term 
personal gains (Whyte 2012). This also applies to cooperation within institutions, such 
as ASEAN. Regardless how hard it is to commit in ASEAN and to build a working 
relationship due to different backgrounds and interests of member states, by the end 
of the day, members of ASEAN will try to maintain this relationship because they see 
ASEAN as giving them the opportunity to cooperate and thus serving their interest. 
Then, the accepted ASEAN’s mechanism and regulations serves as framework for 
cooperation in order to increase trust and relationship in that institution.

Thus, the relevancy of the presence of an institution: it is needed to regulate cooperative 
relationship through clear and structurized regulations and mechanisms, allowing 
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states to reduce risks and to keep building up trust, and allowing for further space for 
more cooperation – and profit. Each state belongs to the institution, such as Indonesia, 
will benefits and think further of how the institution could keep giving them benefits 
and moderating each other’s competing interests, allowing everyone to benefit and to 
reduce competitions and the possibility of domination from one aggressive state, as 
everyone thinks that they are all equal and unwilling to kill this goose that lays golden 
eggs. In other words, institutions will moderate states belonging to it in order to gain 
mutually beneficial trust through coordinating actions of its member states (Keohane 
and Martin 1995).

It is the main reason why Indonesia should always try to actively push for the centrality 
of ASEAN, meaning that each state should try to coordinate through unity, as united 
members of ASEAN, so ASEAN could fufill its goal as an institution, a regional 
organization that maintain the stability of the region and ready to face challenges 
and threats in the region. Indonesia sees the Indo-Pacific region that is currently 
the battleground for competition between two big states that could cause conflicts – 
and Indonesia’s focus on the centrality of ASEAN as the moderating factor could be 
a way to reduce the potential for conflict, and push Indonesia’s further into taking 
the strategic role as a regional initiator and mover. Indonesia could, in essence, could 
create the habits of consultation, where leaders could meet, discuss, and agree, instead 
of engaging in conflicts (Natalegawa 2011). More importantly, though, Indonesia could 
compensate its weakness in power-projecting capability by using ASEAN, as ASEAN, 
through its grouping, could magnify its members’ power, enabling them to influence 
the region beyond their own capabilities (Anwar 1994). The involvement of ASEAN 
allows Indonesia to bring everyone together, including the United States and China, as 
dialogue partners within the common cooperative of ASEAN-led mechanism in order 
to reduce the possibility of conflicts through intensive communication and common 
understanding in order to benefit everyone. This kind of solution that can answer 
the problem of how big powers, such as the United States and China, could agree to 
make ASEAN as a central moderator in the region, and to make them acknowledge 
that ASEAN has enough power and capability to make them relevant and to be taken 
seriously by both the United States and China in pursuing their own interests.

Indonesia and ASEAN Centrality

Indonesia maintains the centrality of ASEAN as the key to maintain the stability in 
the region, and this becomes more and more important with growing tension in the 
region, that has impact on regional politics and economics (Wadrianto, 2016). As 
noted by Singaporean Minister of Defense Ng Eng Hen, both the United States and 
China were “changing the rules of the international order” and the problem was that 
both these countries also did not agree on “one rule-based order (Champion 2018).” 
This increase in competition not only leads to the increase in the potential of conflicts, 
but also both countries have been expanding its power and influence in the region. 
The United States has been pursuing a strategy to contain China, preventing it from 
becoming a regional threat, by setting up the Quad, a cooperative forum with India, 
Japan, and Australia (Tsvetov 2017). At the same time, China has been setting up its 
Belt and Road Innitiative program in order to increase support and partners from the 
possibilities of 103 states impacted by this program, which promises to open strategic 
accesses and to help economic developments, and to increase connectivity and eco-
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nomic relationship among states (Minghao 2018). 

Southeast Asia is basically caught in the middle, as a region for the competition and 
to expand their market and influence, with the risk of the region will be dominated 
by either the United States or China, or even both, and this will destroy the unity of 
ASEAN. Moreover, China has been especially aggressive due to its inceasing economic 
might. Since 2006, China has been the global economic mover, replacing the role of 
the United States and the European Union (Van Sant 2016). This position causes ASE-
AN states to develop strong economic relationship with China due to its perceived eco-
nomic benefits. At the same time, ASEAN also feared China’s domination in the region, 
especially due to the potential of the BRI projects ending up to be a “debt-trap”, since 
the projects focus more on benefiting China than the host state, and thus the host state 
may be saddled with so much debt that it could never repay due to both overambition 
and the lack of transparency (Laksmana 2018b). Thus, ASEAN needs to pick a neutral 
position in order to both maintaining the good relationship with the United States and 
China and at the same time, preventing either countries from dominating the region, 
considering the fact that both the United States and China are pursuing the expansive 
strategy of increasing their dominance and influence in the region, splitting the region 
into competing blocs. ASEAN has the duty to maintain the unity of its member states 
and regional stabity as a whole. 

Global Maritime Fulcrum and Indonesia’s Maritime Diplomacy

As one of the founders of ASEAN, Indonesia’s foreign policy goal is to increase the 
role and leadership of Indonesia in regional cooperation, especially within the ASEAN 
framework (Kementerian Luar Negeri Indonesia, 2015). In order to do that, in the 
beginning of Joko “Jokowi” Widodo administration, his goal is to increase Indone-
sia’s role by utilizing Indonesia’s own strategic geographic potential. This policy, called 
Global Maritime Fulcrum, stressed that Indonesia needs to utilize its maritime poten-
tials in initiating and increasing maritime cooperation through maritime diplomacy 
(Montratama, et al. 2016). This means that the focus of Indonesia’s foreign policy un-
der Jokowi Administration is in utilizing its advantage as a maritime state, with a lot 
of maritime potential to utilize, making Indonesia as the most important state in the 
region. One of the focus of Indonesia’s maritime diplomacy is through Indian Ocean 
Rim Association (IORA) to support Global Maritime Fulcrum. By opening the possi-
bility of cooperation in maritime aspect in the Indian Ocean through IORA, Indonesia 
is basically trying to expand the opportunity to achieve the concept of Global Maritime 
Fulcrum, at least from looking at the potential in the region, and by utilizing its own 
position as a member of IORA (Sihombing 2017).

Here Indonesia shows its interest to become an important sole player, with enough 
strength and to have a leading role in the region. The purpose of this concept of Global 
Maritime Fulcrum, in essence, is to strengthen Indonesia’s own role as the main leader 
in the region, and to some degree, sidelining the centrality of ASEAN itself. Indone-
sia, however, conveyed its concept of Global Maritime Fulcrum in the Ninth East Asia 
Summit in Nay Pyi Taw, Myanmar (Kementerian Luar Negeri Indonesia 2014). By 
promoting its concept of Global Maritime Fulcrum through an ASEAN forum, Indo-
nesia basically signaled its intention that even though it had the interest to lead the 
region with its maritime advantages, Indonesia still needed ASEAN as its current po-
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litical strength was not enough to lead the region. 

More importantly, as noted by Minister of Fisheries Susi Pudjiastuti, this concept 
also still needed a lot of tinkering, as Indonesia still did not have the masterplan that 
would determine how and the direction of the implementation of this concept, and 
how Indonesia could coordinate its implementation, especially among the Indonesian 
bureaucracy (Kuwado 2017). It has to be admitted that Indonesia’s main weakness in 
the concept of Global Maritime Fulcrum is in the strategy, or foreign policy goals, es-
pecially in the aspects of technology, maritime industry, and human resources (Kelen 
2014). And this is why this concept needs to be clarified and strengthened since this 
concept is concerning Indonesia’s interest in the region. Moreover, with the grouping 
of the entire Indian Ocean and Pacific Ocean as one single strategic theatre, this also 
allows Indonesia to use the arena to expand this concept further, leading Indonesia to 
be able to utilize its concept to expand relationship and cooperation with other states, 
in various area, to increase its regional role and to achieve its national interest. 

ASEAN Centrality: A Strategy

Without any clear direction of the concept as a guide for its implementation, however, 
Indonesia will still have to rely on ASEAN as a media to convey its goals and interests, 
as an initiative to international audience, especially to other countries in Asia-Pacific. 
Also, Indonesia believes that in putting the centrality of ASEAN, Indonesia is setting 
up ASEAN to become a forum for cooperation and to maintain the good construc-
tive relationship among states in the region, and in turn, this will help Indonesia to 
strengthen its strategic role in its relationship with much bigger powers (Laksmana 
2010). In essence, Indonesia believes it has the ability to maintain regional stability 
through strong communication with fellow ASEAN members and synergic coopera-
tion, allowing ASEAN to be a respected and trusted potential partner and also an in-
dependent power by other states, such as the United States, China, Japan, Australia, 
India, and various other states. And the ASEAN-led mechanism, in turn, will become 
the important, special trigger that will influence the regional and international politi-
cal constellation (Caballero-Anthony 2014). 

Besides, ASEAN is in position to make impacts. It has a track record of maintaining re-
gional stability through maximizing cooperation and trust-building since its inception 
in 1967. It already has a regional framework, and networks with various states ouside 
ASEAN. Moreover, it also has a strong potential for economic growth, with growing 
educated and young workforce, emerging middle class, and GDP growth averaging 
5.4% in recent years. It is set to be the fourth largest economy in the world by 2030 
(Lee 2018). 

Moreover, ASEAN could benefit from the United States-China economic disputes that 
would allow ASEAN to become an alternative economic partner for both countries 
(Sinintya 2018), which is also an important bargaining chip that could be used against 
both the United States and China. As noted by Indonesian Foreign Minister Retno 
Marsudi, ASEAN’s centrality meant ASEAN could synergize interests and roles of 
states that belonged to it to advance in the region. In turn, members of ASEAN, notably 
Indonesia, must see the opportunities from the strategic role and position of ASEAN 
in the Indo-Pacific region, by strengthening mutual cooperation and understanding, 
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leading to peace and prosperity not only within ASEAN itself, but also in the Indo-Pa-
cific region (Marsudi 2018). This is in line with former Indonesian Foreign Minister 
Marty Natalegawa who stressed the importance of Indo-Pacific regional connectivi-
ty as the lynchpin for global economic development, regional stability, and common 
prosperity. At the same time, Natalegawa also warned the lack of trust in the region, 
lack of commitment to difuse and solve disputes, and the need for ASEAN states to 
welcome and nudge China into obeying regional norms in order to make it a part of 
international society, which is also known as dynamic equilibrium (Natalegawa 2013). 

In essence, Indonesia has long found it important and focused its attention to the 
political dynamics in the region Indo-Pacific region, especially with so many problems 
and potential for conflicts due to the lack of trust in the region, which will inadvertently 
lead to the worsening of regional stability and cooperation in the region. This, in 
turn, will become a potential threat for the region due to the lack of commitment and 
communication to create a common perspective that would foster the feeling of duty 
and responsibility to maintain peace. Therefore, Indonesia will have to decide what 
the best policy it should take, advocate, and defend, and what policy it is not ready yet 
to pursue due to lack of power. And that, in turn what makes working together within 
ASEAN framework appealing: that Indonesia can broaden its role within and outside 
ASEAN, utilizing ASEAN-led mechanism. 

With this goal, Indonesia realizes that in the Indo-Pacific region, the potential for 
conflict remains present due to the competing interests from the great powers, The 
United States, China, Japan, and India, that stress their own interests without looking 
at the global political and legal arrangements. By stressing Indo-Pacific region as the 
focus of its foreign policy, Indonesia will have enough achievements to increase its 
role and to fulfill the goal of the Global Maritime Fulcrum and making its proactive 
activities in the Indo-Pacific region to have significant impacts. Plus, in opening and 
expanding and strengthening the relationship between Indonesia and other states in 
the Indo-Pacific region in order to support Indonesia’s present and future roles and 
interests, both Indonesia and ASEAN need to strengthen and maintain structurized 
and integrated cooperative mechanism that involve states in the region in a complex 
association to achieve common prosperity. It  can also become a forum to communicate 
the differences in perspective, goals, and interests, and to strengthen profitable 
bilateral and multilateral relationships. This, in turn, can strengthen interdependence 
as a foundation for trust and commitment for states in the region to unite for common 
prosperity.

By stressing the centrality of ASEAN and the need for mutually profitable independent 
cooperation, ASEAN could maintain the stability in the region in partnership with its 
members or states outside the association through stressing the principle of active and 
free foreign policy (Kementerian Luar Negeri Republik Indonesia 2017). Moreover, 
Indonesia and ASEAN could avoid the domination from the struggle for power between 
the competing great powers by stressing the principle of non-bloc (Sebastian 2014), 
giving ASEAN a significant role to prove the neutrality of non-aligned ASEAN by 
accomodating everyone’s interests through ASEAN-led mechanism. This cooperative 
mechanism is constructed and expanded from ASEAN as its core, the to expand 
further regionally and internationally, and becoming the main forum for international 
cooperation and communication (Kementerian Luar Negeri Indonesia 2015).
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ASEAN Led-Mechanism as Support System for Peace ASEAN led-mechanisms, 
such as East Asia Summit (EAS), ASEAN Defense Ministers Meeting Plus (ADMM+), 
ASEAN Maritime Forum (AMF), and other cooperative structure could unite and 
modernize the interests of all partners of cooperation, who are interested to benefit 
from strong cooperative economics or the connectivity in Indo-Pacific region, by 
providing the equal opportunity to maintain common prosperity. Through cooperative 
cooperation that has the principle of openness and inclusivity, that originally used on 
various internal ASEAN cooperation, ASEAN will gain the opportunity to involve many 
more cooperative partners in order to craft a complex interdependencies. Indonesia 
in facing the United States and China chose to adhere to the policy of pragmatic 
equidistance, meaning that without offending any party or even cutting the relations 
between any party, Indonesia could involve those great powers in the complex 
cooperative mechanisms (Laksmana 2018a). And that explains why Indonesia chose 
ASEAN as the media for creating and utilizing the complex interdependence.

Take the example of the involvement of both the United States and China in the 33rd 
ASEAN summit in Singapore, when both states managed to gain influence among 
members of ASEAN by convincing these states of their visions and roles in the Indo-
Pacific region. Both states have calculated the importance of support of Southeast 
Asian states to their interest in Indo-Pacific region. The United States stressed its 
commitment to respect the sovereignty of states and international law. China, on the 
other hand, stressed its economic might and economic connectivity through its Belt 
and Road project. They also used the summit to attack each other, The United States 
by stressing its support for freedom of navigation in South China Sea, while China 
stressed its commitment for peace (Ariffin 2018). 

Both states competed using the ASEAN forum that was set up by the ASEAN states, 
meaning that they consider ASEAN as an important enough player to warrant their 
presence. While the competition of both states may lead to conflict, at the same time, 
by being in the ASEAN Summit, and thus finding ASEAN to be important, ASEAN 
states has a leverage to become a peacemaker ASEAN basically can present itself as a 
moderator and a forum for international communication and conflict resolution, thus 
reducing misperception and miscommunication. As a neutral mediator, ASEAN could 
both show its strength as a key player in the Indo-Pacific region, and at the same time, 
provide excellent opportunities for economic cooperation. And that is the reason why 
President Jokowi in the end stresses the importance of ASEAN as a key player in Indo-
Paciic region, in turning conflict into cooperation (Aditya 2018). This shows Indonesia’s 
commitment in putting the ASEAN Centrality as its foreign policy priority in managing 
regional political order that is marked with tension and instability, to become more 
orderly, by opening the communication channel and discussion for common peace.

Conclusion

Indonesia’s foreign policy goals are in stressing the centrality of ASEAN in dealing with 
various problems in Southeast Asia and Indo-Paciic region, and to increase Indone-
sia’s strategic role in ASEAN and in Indo-Pacific region. Even though Indonesia tried 
to strengthen its own role through promoting the concept of Global Maritime Fulcrum, 
in the end, the weaknesses in Indonesia’s political power forced Indonesia to rely on 
ASEAN. Still, Indonesia’s initiative to keep strengthening the centrality of ASEAN is 
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important steps to open and to strengthen Indonesia’s own role in maximizing and 
expanding its potential power. Due to its role and strategic potential in Indo-Pacif-
ic region, ASEAN has managed to become the forum for both the United States and 
China to iron out their differences and to communicate their interests, binding them 
into complex interdependencies. The establishment of communicative channel and 
common interest in achieving regional peace and prosperity becomes the foundation 
for regional interdependency among involved actors, and this will in turn, reduce the 
tension in the region. Thus, by the end of the day, Indonesia’s goal in strengthening 
the centrality of ASEAN provides Indonesia not only with the opportunity to increase 
its role in ASEAN, but also in the Indo-Pacific region as a foundation to strengthen its 
influence in order to achieve its foreign policy goals.
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