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|Contesting Sovereignty

Sovereignty is a foundational idea upon which regional organisation of

nations is built, yet its demise has often been predicted. Regionalism, which

commits states to common frameworks such as rules and norms, tests

sovereignty as states relinquish some sovereign power to achieve other

goals such as security, growth, or liberalisation. This book examines the

practice of normative contestation over sovereignty in two regional organ-

isations of Africa and Asia – the AU and ASEAN. A structured comparison

of three case studies from each organisation determines whether a norm

challenging sovereignty was accepted, rejected, or qualified. Joel Ng has

carried out interviews about, and detailed analysis of, these six cases that

occurred at formative moments of norm-setting and that each had very

different outcomes. This study contributes to the understanding of norms

contestation in the field of international relations and offers new insights

on how the AU and ASEAN are constituted.

joel ng is a research fellow of the S. Rajaratnam School of International

Studies, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore. He first worked in

international affairs during the northern Uganda conflict, developing inter-

est in security, human rights, and governance. He is in the Singapore

member committee of the Council for Security Cooperation in the Asia

Pacific (CSCAP).
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Preface

Two seminal periods in the history of two of the most significant

regional organisations in the Global South occurred at the beginning

of the twenty-first century. The African Union (AU) and the

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), together represent-

ing more than a quarter of the world’s population, established their

norms through new charters (and physical reorganisation). The AU’s

and ASEAN’s processes of norm-setting were by no means pre-

ordained from the outset. The norms held by these organisations’

members, and the roles they implied for each region, were sharply

contested as the political diversity of their member states brought

differences to the fore during negotiations. The result is a story of the

most fundamental political-normative debate of the two regions: the

status of sovereignty of its member states. How are sovereignty norms

contested, and what determines the outcomes? To answer this,

I examine the negotiation of normative standards in regional organisa-

tions of the Global South.

The case studies cover the formative charter-drafting periods of

1999–2003 in the AU and 2005–12 in ASEAN, following cases where

the institutional norms were contested and established. For the AU this

involved the Conference on Security, Stability, Development, and

Cooperation in Africa (CSSDCA), the Pan-African Parliament, and

the proposal for the ‘United States of Africa’. In ASEAN, the cases

follow the ASEAN charter-drafting process on two normative ques-

tions – the inclusion of human rights and the use of the ‘ASEAN minus

X’ formula – and look separately at the later establishment of an

ASEAN human rights mechanism (comprising its declaration and

commission). In studying this contest at a regional level, the book

hopes to offer insights into comparative regionalism, institutionalisa-

tion, and theories of normative contestation.
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