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Think	Tanks	as	Governance	
Entrepreneurs:	Institutionalising	
Human	Rights	in	ASEAN	

Abstract	
Acting	 as	 bridges	 between	 knowledge	 and	 power,	 southeast	 Asian	 think	 tanks	
have	 long	established	themselves	as	persuasive	policy	entrepreneurs	dedicated	
to	developing	and	promoting	‘significant	policy	change’.	In	addition	to	promoting	
specific	 policy	 changes,	 Southeast	 Asian	 think	 tanks	 have	 formed	 networks	
geared	 towards	 strengthening	 existing	 governance	 platforms	 and	 developing	
new	 governance	 structures.	 In	 this	 article,	 I	 will	 argue	 that	 in	 some	 instances	
think	 tank	 networks	 have	 become	more	 than	 policy	 entrepreneurs,	 they	 have	
become	 governance	 entrepreneurs.	 Combining	 the	 theoretical	 framework	 of	
discursive	 institutionalism	and	 the	concepts	of	 critical	 junctures	and	 ideational	
power,	 this	 contribution	 traces	 how	one	 particular	ASEAN	 think	 tank	 network	
(ASEAN	 –Institutes	 for	 Strategic	 and	 International	 Security)	 has	 successfully	
used	 discourse	 to	 exercise	 ideational	 power.	 In	 doing	 so,	 it	 has	 successfully	
entrenched	 human	 rights	 protections	 into	 regional	 governing	 institutions,	
contributed	to	the	evolution	of	stronger	and	 increasingly	binding	human	rights	
mechanisms,	 and	 placed	 Southeast	 Asia	 on	 a	 trajectory	 towards	 better	 human	
rights	governance.	
	
Keywords:	Discursive	institutionalism,	Think	tanks,	Governance	Entrepreneurs,	
Human	Rights,	Asia	

Introduction	
	
As	far	back	as	the	early	1990s	there	was	a	growing	acknowledgement	that	‘ideas	
are	more	important	in	the	explanation	of	international	phenomena	than	is	often	
assumed’	 (Higgott	 1994,	 p.	 367).	 Presently,	 ‘most	 approaches	 [to	 power]	 have	
more	 or	 less	 wholeheartedly	 accepted	 that	 ideas	 are	 important	 for	
understanding	relations	and	structures	of	power’	(Carstensen	&	Schmidt	2016,	p.	
319).	 Ideas	 matter,	 but	 what	 is	 most	 significant	 for	 this	 analysis	 is	 the	
acknowledgement	that	 ‘one	significant	way	that	ideas	matter	is	through	agents’	
promotion	of	certain	 ideas	at	 the	expense	of	 the	 ideas	of	others’	 (Carstensen	&	
Schmidt	2016).	This	emphasis	on	ideas,	and	the	acknowledgement	that	they	can	
have	power	outside	of	political	 institutions,	has	recognized	that	 idea	actors	can	
have	political	influence	and	be	legitimate	political	actors	in	their	own	right.	
	
This	 article	 argues	 that	 Asian	 policy	 entrepreneurs	 in	 general,	 and	 think	 tank	
networks	in	particular,	have	been	able	to	use	ideational	power	to	influence	and	
instigate	institutional	change	at	the	regional	level.	Ideational	power	is	defined	as	
‘the	 capacity	 of	 actors	 (weather	 individual	 or	 collective)	 to	 influence	 other	
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actors’	normative	and	cognitive	beliefs	through	ideational	elements’	(Carstensen	
&	Schmidt	2016,	p.	321).		
	
By	 using	 ideational	 power	 they	 have	 departed	 from	 their	 relatively	 well-
understood	roles	as	policy	entrepreneurs	(Stone	and	Denham	1998;	Stone	2001;	
2013)	 and	 entered	 the	 less-examined	 realm	 of	 governance	 entrepreneurship.	
They	have	capitalized	upon	 the	effects	of	globalisation,	 technological	 advances,	
access	 to	 external	 sources	 of	 funding,	 and	 moves	 towards	 democratisation	 to	
promote	alterations	 in	existing	 forms	of	governance	and	 forging	paths	towards	
new	governing	mechanisms.		
	
This	 contribution	 addresses	 the	 following	 questions:	Why	 and	how	have	 think	
tanks	 in	 Asia	 become	 governance	 entrepreneurs?	 To	 seek	 these	 answers,	 this	
contribution	proceeds	in	three	distinct	sections,	with	each	section	containing	one	
primary	contribution	of	the	paper.	The	first	section	situates	this	analysis	within	
the	context	of	existing	discursive	 institutionalism	literature	and	 links	discourse	
to	 the	 use	 of	 ideas	 and	 the	 three	 elements	 of	 ideational	 power.	 It	 then	 draws	
parallels	between	the	ideas	conveyed	via	discourse	and	the	various	elements	of	
ideational	 power,	 demonstrating	 how	 idea	 actors	 can	 use	 discourse	 to	 acquire	
and	 wield	 political	 power.	 Using	 this	 lens,	 it	 identifies	 how	 knowledge	 actors	
such	 as	 think	 tanks	 have	 acted	 as	 both	 policy	 and	 governance	 entrepreneurs.	
This	contribution	offers	the	first	analysis	of	Asian	think	tanks,	or	think	tanks	in	
general,	using	the	combined	concepts	of	discursive	institutionalism,	governance	
entrepreneurship,	and	ideational	elements.		
	
The	second	section	offers	an	overview	and	analysis	of	the	existing	work	on	policy		
and	 governance	 entrepreneurs,	 it	 then	 distinguishes	 between	 the	 two,	 and	
identifies	how	political	actors	such	as	think	tanks	are	able	to	take	on	both	roles	
simultaneously.	 Through	 defining	what	 constitutes	 a	 governance	 entrepreneur	
and	how	the	concepts	encompassed	by	this	particular	title	differs	when	applied	
to	non-state	actors,	 it	 introduces	the	reader	to	think	tank	networks	in	Asia	and	
clarifies	 how	 their	 unique	 political	 background	 has	 placed	 them	 in	 a	 strong	
position	to	be	governance	entrepreneurs.		
	
The	last	section	offers	an	in-depth	case	study	applying	the	previously	developed	
theory	 to	 analyse	 the	 impact	of	 think	 tank	networks	on	 the	establishment	of	 a	
human	 rights	 body	 in	 ASEAN.	 By	 highlighting	 role	 played	 by	 the	 think	 tank	
network	 ASEAN-ISIS,	 it	 demonstrates	 how	 ideational	 actors	 have	 successfully	
gained	political	influence	even	when	in	contestation	with	domestic	and	regional	
governing	 actors	who	have	 access	 to	more	 concrete	 sources	 of	 political	 power	
(e.g.	structural,	institutional,	coercive.)	This	is	a	first	look	at	ASEAN-ISIS	through	
the	bifurcated	 lens	 of	 both	policy	 entrepreneurs	 and	 governance	 entrepreneur	
and	will	parse	out	both	the	differences	and	similarities	between	these	dual	roles	
and	how	think	 tanks	and	other	knowledge	networks	use	 their	 capacity	 in	both	
arenas	to	instigate	institutional	change.		
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Discursive	Institutionalism	
Discursive	 institutionalism	 and	 its	 accompanying	 concepts	 of	 power	 are	 well	
suited	 to	 explaining	 the	 complex	 relationships	 between	 power,	 ideas,	 and	 the	
political	influence	of	non-state	actors.	It	is	particularly	useful	when	looking	at	so-
called	knowledge	actors	 such	as	 think	 tanks	given	 that	 their	primary	source	of	
‘power’	 is	 their	 ability	 to	 influence	 policy	 through	 the	 development,	
transmission,	and	promotion	of	ideas.		
	
Sometimes	 known	 as	 the	 ‘fourth	 institutionalism,’	 discursive	 institutionalism	
examines	 the	 impact	 of	 discourse,	 and	 thus	 discursive	 actors,	 on	 institutional	
change.	Discourse	is	defined	as	both	the	substantive	content	of	 ideas	as	well	as	
‘the	interactive	processes	by	and	through	which	ideas	are	generated	in	discourse	
coalitions	 and	 discursive	 policy	 communities	 (Schmidt	 2011,	 p.	 1).	 It	 is	
representative	of	more	than	a	‘speech	act’	(Buzan	et	al.	1998;	Huysmans	2011);	
rather	 it	 is	 an	 interaction	 that	 ‘requires	 sentient	 agents	 who	 articulate	 and	
communicate	 their	 ideas’	 (Schmidt	 2011,	 p.	 6).	 It	 explicitly	 acknowledges	 the	
reciprocal	 relationships	 between	 ideas,	 agents,	 and	 institutions	 and	 takes	 into	
account	both	the	‘text’	of	what	is	communicated	as	well	as	the	‘context’	in	which	
it	is	said	(Schmidt	2008,	p.	305).	Implicit	in	this	statement	is	the	argument	that	
the	more	adept	 agents	 are	 at	 engaging	 in	 ‘the	 interactive	process	of	 conveying	
ideas’	 (Schmidt	 2008,	 p.	 303),	 the	 more	 likely	 they	 are	 to	 successfully	
communicate	 their	 ideas	 and	 achieve	 their	 desired	 political	 outcomes	 (see	
Zimmerman	and	Longhini	Forthcoming).	
	
There	are	two	different	types	of	discourse:	coordinative	and	communicative.	The	
primary	intention	of	coordinative	discourse	is	persuasion	and	it	occurs	between	
policy-makers	 and	 stakeholders	 across	 multiple	 hierarchies	 of	 governance.	
While	both	types	of	discourse	are	reciprocal,	meaning	that	the	 interaction	goes	
both	 ways	 and	 the	 ideas	 conveyed	 are	 open	 to	 debate	 and	 alteration,	
coordinative	discourse	is	much	more	likely	to	occur	between	equals	involved	in	
policy	debates.	Communicative	discourse,	on	the	other	hand,	aims	to	inform	and	
explain	policy	decisions	and	 is	 less	 likely	 to	 include	 the	potential	 for	debate	or	
contestation.	Given	the	policy-focused	nature	of	this	analysis,	the	majority	of	the	
discourse	discussed	with	be	coordinative.		
	
Discourse	 is	used	 to	 convey	 ideas,	which	 themselves	 can	be	divided	 into	 three	
types:	policies,	programmes,	and	philosophies.	Policy	ideas	are	the	most	discrete	
and	 encompass	 a	 finite	 idea	 concerning	 a	 specific	 policy	 issue.	 Programmatic	
ideas	are	broader,	include	larger	concepts	of	cause	and	effect,	and	can	be	used	to	
influence	a	set	of	policy	suggestions.	These	are	the	types	of	ideas	that	can	serve	
as	 ‘road	maps’	 for	 the	development	and	 implementation	of	policy	by	 clarifying	
goals	 and	 providing	 focal	 points	 (Goldstein	 and	 Keohane	 1993).	 The	 last	 and	
broadest	category	of	 ideas	 is	 ‘philosophies’,	which	have	also	been	called	 ‘world	
views’	 or	 ‘paradigms.’	 Whereas	 policy	 and	 programmatic	 ideas	 are	 overt	 and	
open	 to	 contestation,	 philosophies	 often	 run	 in	 the	 background	 of	 policy	
processes	 (Campbell	 2002).	 They	 define	 broader	 understandings	 of	 what	
constitutes	 a	 policy	 issue	 and	 influence	 what	 ideas	 are	 put	 forth	 for	
consideration	 by	 ‘organizing	 ideas,	 values,	 and	 principles	 of	 knowledge	 and	
society’	(Schmidt	2008,	p.	306).		
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It	is	philosophy	level	ideas	that	determine	a	country’s	interests	and	guide	policy	
responses	during	critical	junctures.	For	instance,	Blyth	(2002)	determined	that	it	
was	 the	 different	 underlying	 assumptions	 about	 what	 constituted	 ‘good	
economic	governance’	that	guided	policy	responses	to	the	oil	shocks	of	the	1970.	
This,	in	turn,	explained	why	countries	such	as	Sweden	and	the	United	States	had	
such	radically	different	responses.	Likewise,	after	the	economic	financial	crisis	in	
2009	it	was	the	larger	philosophical	ideas	prevalent	in	Asia,	North	America,	and	
Europe	that	determined	their	disparate	policy	responses	(Zimmerman	and	Stone	
2017).		
	
Discursive	institutionalism	does	have	some	limitations	when	it	comes	to	defining	
and	 unpacking	 the	 discursive	 strategies	 use	 by	 idea	 actors	 to	 turn	 knowledge	
into	power.	To	address	these,	 I	 turn	to	Carstensen	&	Schmidt	(2016)	who	have	
elaborated	upon	 three	 distinct	 elements	 of	 ideational	 power	 has	 three	 distinct	
elements	which	serve	 to	connect	 the	use	of	discourse	and	 institutional	 change.	
The	elements	of	 ideational	power	are:	power	 through	 ideas,	power	over	 ideas,	
and	 power	 in	 ideas.	 The	 first	 form,	 power	 through	 ideas,	 is	 constituted	 by	 an	
actor’s	 ability	 to	 persuade	 an	 audience	 of	 the	 validity	 and	 desirability	 of	 their	
views.	Using	 this	 form	of	 ideational	power	 think	 tanks	are	able	 to	act	as	policy	
entrepreneurs.	 This	 is	 the	 element	 most	 often	 analysed	 by	 discursive	
institutionalists	and	constitutes	the	first	part	of	this	articles	analysis.		
	
The	 second	 form	 is	 power	 over	 ideas,	 which	 represents	 the	 capablility	 of	 idea	
actors	 to	 impose	 or	 coerce	 their	 views	 upon	 others,	 including	 their	 ability	 to	
exclude	 alternative	 ideas	 from	 consideration.	 Power	 over	 ideas	 can	 also	 be	
conceptualized	as	a	monopoly	over	an	idea	or	a	discourse.	For	example,	as	Keck	
and	Sikkink	(1998)	noted,	certain	transnational	advocacy	networks	were	able	to	
‘encourage	compliance’	with	 regional	norms	by	naming	and	shaming	offenders	
that	violate	regional	norms.	This	approach	has	also	been	termed	‘governance	by	
disclosure’,	 which	 Pattberg	 describes	 as	 ‘the	 acquisition	 and	 dissemination	 of	
information	to	influence	the	behaviour	of	particular	actors	in	a	desired	direction’	
(2017,	 p.	 1438).	 This	 ideational	 element	 is	 employed	 by	 both	 policy	 and	
governance	entrepreneurs.	
	
The	third	element	is	power	in	ideas	which	occurs	when	ideas	become	embedded	
in	the	political	landscape,	either	through	institutionalisation	or	by	becoming	the	
accepted	 that	 ‘world	 views’	 define	 policy	 options.	 Closely	 correlated	 with	 the	
philosophy	 level	 of	 ideas.	 This	 type	 of	 power	 is	 the	 most	 enduring	 element	
because		

	
[n]orms	that	are	institutionalized	…	express	a	world	view	that	influences	behaviour	not	
only	directly,	by	setting	standards	of	appropriateness	for	behaviour,	but	also	indirectly,	
through	 selective	 prefabricated	 links	 between	 values	 and	 individuals	 or	 collectives	
habitually	rely	upon	to	address	specific	problems	(Katzenstein	1993,	p.	158).		

	
This	contribution	demonstrates	that	the	first	two	elements	are	most	often	used	
in	 policy	 entrepreneurship,	 but	 are	 also	 required	 to	 get	 to	 the	 third	 element	
which	is	necessary	for	successful	governance	entrepreneurship.		
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Persuasively	arguing	 that	 ‘ideas	matter’,	while	an	 important	step	 in	giving	 idea	
actors	political	agency,	does	not	do	enough	to	explain	how	and	why	some	 idea	
actors	 appear	 to	 have	 had	 a	 more	 profound	 policy	 and	 governance	 impact	 in	
certain	areas.	Knowledge	networks	and	idea	actors,	by	and	large,	do	not	possess	
any	 other	 sources	 of	 power	 aside	 from	 the	 ideational.	 They	 are	 disadvantaged	
vis-à-vis	 state	 actors	 through	 a	 lack	 of	 resources	 and	 weaker	 institutional	
positions.	 Yet	 despite	 these	 limitations,	 some	 idea	 actors	 have	 succeeded	 in	
pushing	 policies,	 programmes,	 and	 philosophy	 level	 ideas	 into	 governing	
processes	even	in	the	face	of	institutional	and	normative	opposition.		
	
Think	tank	networks	 in	Southeast	Asia	are	an	 interesting	example	of	how	such	
ideational	 actors	 or	 knowledge	 networks	 have	 been	 able	 to	 use	 ideational	
elements	 to	 exercise	 ideational	 power.	 Starting	 from	 the	 first	 level	 of	
ideas/power,	 the	 rest	 of	 this	 article	will	 demonstrate	 how	 they	 have	 obtained	
political	 agency	 by	 leveraging	 power	 through	 ideas	 and	 power	 over	 ideas	 to	
institutionalize	their	political	agendas	and	thereby	to	gain	power	in	ideas.		

Think	Tank	Networks	in	Asia	
	
Think	tanks	in	Southeast	Asia	were	slower	to	develop	than	think	tanks	in	Europe	
and	 North	 America.	 While	 they	 have	 begun	 to	 catch	 up	 in	 terms	 of	 numbers,	
Asian	think	tanks	they	still	differ	from	their	contemporaries	in	significant	ways.	
Foremost,	due	to	the	nature	of	state	patronage	in	the	region	early	think	tanks	all	
possessed	some	form	of	governmental	affiliation	and	were	either	established	at	
the	behest	of	state	institutions	or	occasionally	as	extra-bureaucratic	arms	of	the	
government	 (Kraft	 2000;	Nachiappan et al., 2010).	 While	 this	 is	 no	 longer	 the	
case,	 and	 there	 is	 a	 burgeoning	 community	 of	 new,	 independent,	 and	
increasingly	diverst	think	tanks	in	Asia,	many	of	the	larger	and	more	established	
institutions	still	maintain	some	aspect	of	governmental	affiliation.	To	encompass	
the	 political	 realities	 of	 Southeast	 Asia,	 this	 contribution	 adopts	 the	 broader	
definition	of	think	tank	put	forth	by	Nesadurai	and	Stone	(2000,	p.	20.)		

	
A	think	tank	is	a	policy	research	institute	usually	established	as	a	non-profit	organization	
and	 is	 a	 relatively	 autonomous	 of	 state,	 market	 and	 other	 interests	 in	 society	 in	 the	
conduct	of	policy	related	research.	Independence	is	not	always	possible	in	some	cultural	
or	 national	 setting	 but	 think	 tanks	 usually	 have	 some	 measure	 of	 detachment	 from	
governmental	and	partisan	political	debate.	

	
Think	 tank	networks	were	also	 slower	 to	develop,	with	 the	 first	one	not	being	
established	until	the	early	1980s,	though,	like	think	tanks,	they	have	proliferated	
in	the	past	few	decades.	There	are	two	types	of	think	tank	network	in	Southeast	
Asian	 those	 being	 formally	 organized	 and	 structured,	 as	 ‘well	 as	 the	 more	
unstructured	 networks	 that	 consist	 of	 think	 tanks,	 academic	 institutes,	
businesses	 and	 policy	 stakeholders’	 (Zimmerman	 &	 Stone	 2017).	 Overlap	
amongst	 networks	 is	 common,	 with	 institutional	 and	 ideational	 overlap	
providing	a	host	of	opportunities	for	coordinative	and	communicative	discourse.		
	
Like	 their	 individual	 members,	 Asian	 think	 tank	 networks	 often	 have	 formal	
associations	with	regional	governing	structures,	which	they	mirror	in	geographic	
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scope	and	membership.	For	 instance,	 the	 think	 tank	network	ASEAN-Institutes	
for	 Strategic	 and	 International	 Studies	 –	 abbreviated	 as	 ASEAN-ISIS,	 and	 the	
focus	of	our	later	case	study	-	is	affiliated	with	ASEAN.	Like	ASEAN,	ASEAN-ISIS	
also	 has	 ten	 members,	 one	 from	 each	 member	 country.	 Similar	 constellations	
occur	between	the	think	tank	networks	and	regional	organizations.	The	Council	
for	Security	Cooperation	in	the	Asia-Pacific	(CSCAP),	a	security-focused	network,	
was	 established	 alongside	 the	 ASEAN	Regional	 Forum	 (ARF),	 and	 the	 Track	 II	
Network	 of	 ASEAN	Defence	 and	 Security	 Institutions	 (NADI)	 has	 an	 affiliation	
with	the	ASEAN	Defence	Ministers’	Meeting	(ADMM).	
	
In	 addition	 to	 their	 networked	 connections	 with	 regional	 forums,	 individual	
network	 members	 often	 maintain	 close	 relationships	 to	 their	 domestic	
governments.	 Given	 these	 close	 relationships,	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 argue	 that	 some	
Southeast	 Asian	 think	 tanks	 are	mere	 extensions	 of	 state	 bureaucracies	 (Kraft	
2000),	 and	 in	 some	 instances	 this	 is	 certainly	 true	 (e.g.	 the	 Vietnamese	
Diplomatic	 Academy).	 As	 such,	 these	 think	 tanks	 are	 not	 able	 to	 act	 as	
independent	governance	entrepreneurs.	However,	this	contribution	argues	that	
rather	 than	 -	 or	 in	 addition	 to	 -	 being	 seen	as	 a	 limitation	 to	 autonomy	 (Kraft,	
2000),	 these	 diverse	 relationships	 can	 also	 be	 seen	 as	 advantageous	 as	 they	
allow	 facilitated	 communication	 between	 think	 tanks	 and	 policy-makers.	 Even	
think	 tanks	 with	 limited	 autonomy	 or	 resources	 can	 still	 function	 as	 ‘policy	
boutiques’	(Nesadurai	and	Stone	2000)	and	function	to	communicate	ideas	and	
policy	analysis	from	across	the	network	to	their	domestic	audiences.		
	
Southeast	Asian	think	tank,	due	to	their	formal	linkages,	operate	simultaneously	
in	 two	 policy	 processes.	 ‘Track	 One’	 processes	 are	 the	 formal	 governing	
mechanisms	organized	by	state	actors	such	as	ASEAN	and	the	ARF.	‘Track	Two’,	
consists	of	 the	 informal	processes	 that	often	exist	alongside	Track	One	 forums.	
These	 processes	 are	 organized	 by	 think	 tanks,	 and	 in	 addition	 to	 think	 tank	
analysts	include	officials	in	their	‘unofficial’	capacities,	business	stakeholders	and	
selected	NGOs	(Capie	&	Evans	2007).	Think	tank	Track	Two	processes	serve	as	
important	 ‘places	 to	 propose	 and	 discuss,	 among	 other	 things,	 new	 norms	 or	
standards’	(Harris	2000,	p.	501)	and	function	as	incubators	or	proving	grounds	
for	policy	 ideas,	where	policy	 issues	can	be	 introduced,	workshopped	(Stone	&	
Denham	 1998),	 and	 localized	 (Acharya	 2009).	 Because	 they	 are	 technically	
‘informal’	 think	 tank	 discursive	 spaces	 also	 provide	 discursive	 venues	 where	
sensitive	 or	 potentially	 embarrassing	 policy	 matters	 can	 be	 considered.	 Ideas	
that	make	 it	 through	 this	 informal	 litmus	 test	 are	 often	 then	 transmitted	 into	
Track	 One	 venues	 via	 memoranda,	 personal	 connections,	 or	 by	 state	 officials	
attendeding	these	processes	in	their	‘unofficial’	capacities.			
	
These	 generalisations	 come	 with	 caveats.	 Only	 a	 specific	 subsection	 of	 Asian	
think	 tanks	 operate	 at	 the	 regional	 level	 or	 have	 such	 facilitated	 access	 to	
regional	 governing	 structures.	 Because	 this	 analysis	 is	 interested	 in	 the	 use	 of	
ideational	 power	 to	 impact	 regional	 institutions,	 the	 focus	 of	 this	 contribution	
will	be	on	this	specific	subset	of	think	tank	networks.		
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What	makes	these	networks	worthy	of	additional	scrutiny	is	their	unique	roles	in	
regional	 governance	 in	 Southeast	 Asia.	 Southeast	 Asian	 regional	 relations	
operate	under	a	 strict	 set	of	normative	constraints	defined	by	a	preference	 for	
non-confrontation,	consensus,	and	above	all	an	emphasis	on	non-interference	in	
matters	 of	 domestic	 policy.	 This	 has	 restricted	 the	 issues	 discussed	 in	 formal	
governing	 processes.	 These	 limitations	 are	 one	 of	 the	 primary	 driving	 factors	
behind	the	establishment	of	Track	Two	processes.	It	has	long	been	common,	and	
even	expected,	that	think	tank	forums	serve	as	a	sort	of	trial	ground	for	sensitive	
policy	ideas	prior	to	their	introduction	into	formal	processes.	This	role	has	given	
think	 tank	 networks	 in	 Asia	 implicit	 influence	 in	 terms	 of	 agenda	 setting	 and	
problem	framing,	and	opened	up	both	policy	and	governance	entrepreneurship	
opportunities	 allowing	 them	 to	 impact	 the	 future	 of	 regional	 governing	
structures	(Zimmerman	2016).		
	
ASEAN-ISIS,	the	network	of	focus,	is	the	oldest	of	these	select	networks.	Founded	
in	1988,	the	driving	goal	of	ASEAN-ISIS	was	to	cultivate	and	strengthen	linkages	
between	think	tanks	 in	Asia	and	 foster	strong	coordinative	and	communicative	
communities	(Wanandi	2006).	This	networks	is	arguably	the	precursor	to	Track	
Two	processes	in	Asia	(Soeastro	et	al.	2006)	and	consequently	ASEAN-ISIS	‘holds	
considerably	 more	 influence	 than	 other	 Track	 Two	 institutions	 within	 the	
regional	and	may	sometimes	have	links	to	the	states	or	leading	politicians’	(Tan	
2011,	p.	164).		
	
As	the	following	case	study	demonstrates,	certain	regional	think	tank	networks	
have	 consistently	 gone	 beyond	 providing	 mere	 policy	 analysis	 for	 their	
respective	 forums.	 They	 have	 repeatedly	 promoted	 governance	 options	 and	
structures	that	were	outside	of	 the	sphere	of	 interests	held	by	state	actors	and	
have,	 on	 occasion,	 promoted	 policy	 and	 governance	 ideas	 that	 were	 in	 direct	
contrast	with	the	positions	held	by	state	actors.		

Think	Tanks	as	Entrepreneurs	
For	the	purposes	of	this	paper	policy	entrepreneurship	is	explicitly	linked	to	the	
exercise	 of	 power	 through	 ideas,	 and	 is	 occasionally	 supported	 by	 power	 over	
ideas.	This	form	of	power,	which	relies	largely	on	policy	and	programmatic	ideas,	
can	be	summarized	as	the	power	to	persuade.		
	
Whereas	 policy	 entrepreneurs	 focus	 their	 influence	 on	 existing	 institutions,	
governance	 entrepreneurs	 either	 focus	 on	 altering	 existing	 structures	 or	
addressing	 ungoverned	 spaces	 and	 either	 encouraging	 formal	 processes	 to	
extend	their	reach	or	by	assuming	governing	authority	themselves.	To	qualify	as	
an	 governance	 entrepreneur,	 actors	 have	 to	 do	 more	 than	 encourage	 the	
creation	of	a	new	institutions,	they	also	have	to	provide	the	ideology	behind	the	
development	of	said	institution	and	occasionally	offer	institutional	templates	or	
‘trail	runs’	of	similar	institutions	at	informal	levels.		
	
According	to	Mintrom	and	Luetjens,	‘[p]olicy	entrepreneurs	are	energetic	actors	
who	work	with	others	in	and	around	policymaking	venues	to	promote	significant	
policy	 change’	 (2017,	 p.	 2).	 By	 exercising	 power	 through	 ideas,	 “policy	
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entrepreneurs	 are	 conversationalists	 who	 construct	 the	 meaning	 of	 situations	
through	discussion	with	 others…with	 the	 intention	 of	 using	 rhetorical	 skills	 to	
persuade	 others	 to	 adopt	 them	 as	 is”	 (Mintrom	&	 Luetjens,	 2017,	 p.	 10).	 This	
type	of	power	can	burst	on	the	scene	as	part	of	a	‘critical	juncture’	(Ladi	2008)	or	
be	employed	gradually	by	idea	actors	to	encourage	evolutionary	change	as	part	
of	 larger	policy	debates.	Because	power	through	ideas	 is	based	 largely	upon	an	
actor’s	ability	to	persuade,	it	is	possible	for	discursive	institutionalists	to	connect	
an	 idea	 actor’s	 ability	 to	 engage	 in	 successful	 discourse	 with	 their	 ability	 to	
access	 to	 political	 power.	 The	 better	 an	 actor	 is	 at	 engaging	 in	 discourse	 (the	
interactive	process	of	conveying	ideas)	the	more	effective	they	will	be	as	policy	
entrepreneurs.	
	
Given	 the	 comparatively	weak	 institutional	 structures	 in	 Asia,	 think	 tanks	 and	
other	knowledge	actors	are	‘arguably	more	influential	in	shaping	the	parameters	
of	 policy-making	 than	 within	 the	 more	 traditional	 confines	 of	 institutionally	
mature	 nation-states’	 (Stone	 2013,	 p.	 1).	 Such	 is	 the	 case	 with	 think	 tank	
networks	in	Southeast	Asia,	which	have	a	history	of	introducing	and	pushing	for	
policy	 ideas	 and	 institutional	 structures	 beyond	what	 is	 typical	 for	 the	 region.	
Instead	 of	 ‘moving	 at	 a	 pace	 comfortable	 for	 all’	 as	 is	 the	 traditional	modus	
operandi	 of	 ASEAN,	 these	 networks	 have	 consistently	 pushed	 the	 ideational	
envelope.	They	have	proactively	fostered	a	‘habit	of	dialogue’	(Stone	2011)	that	
aims	 to	 acclimatize	 policy	makers	 to	 the	 certain	 viewpoints	 and	 policies	 until	
such	a	time	as	the	idea	is	accepted	and	moved	into	formal	policy	making	circles.		
	
All	Southeast	Asian	think	tanks	engage	in	some	form	of	policy	entrepreneurship	
or	serve	as	 ‘policy	transfer	networks’	with	either	the	implicit	or	explicit	goal	of	
influencing	 policy	 outputs	 (Ladi	 2005,	 p.	 36).	 Fewer	 are	 able	 to	 assume	 the	
mantle	 of	 governance	 entrepreneurship.	 Those	 that	 do,	 undertake	 both	 roles	
simultaneously.	 Whereas	 policy	 entrepreneurs	 use	 power	 through	 ideas,	
governance	 entrepreneurship	 occurs	 when	 idea	 actors	 succeed	 in	 wielding	
power	in	ideas.	In	most	cases	the	use	of	the	former	under	the	right	circumstances,	
leads	to	the	latter.		
	
The	 distinction	 between	 policy	 entrepreneurship	 and	 governance	
entrepreneurship	 rests	 largely	 in	 the	 level	 of	 idea	 being	 conveyed.	 Policy	
entrepreneurs	pursue	 ideas	 that	 are	 either	policy	 specific	 and	 limited	 in	 scope	
and	 issue,	 or	programmatic	 and	encompass	problem-solution	 sets.	 	The	aim	of	
this	 type	 of	 entrepreneurship	 is	 to	 alter	 the	 behaviour	 of	 existing	 institutions.	
Governance	entrepreneurs	convey	ideas	at	the	philosophical	level,	that	is	to	say	
‘cognitive	 paradigms,	 taken-for-granted	 descriptions	 and	 theoretical	 analyses	
that	 specify	 cause	 and	 effect	 relationships,	 that	 reside	 in	 the	 background	 of	
policy	debates	and	that	limit	the	range	of	alternatives	policy	makers	are	likely	to	
perceive	 as	 useful	 (Campbell	 2002,	 p.	 22).	 The	 goal	 of	 this	 type	 of	
entrepreneurship	is	to	alter	the	structure	of	either	existing	of	future	institutions.	
It	 is	 largely	 at	 the	 philosophical	 level	 of	 ideas	 that	 think	 tanks	 are	 able	 to	
influence	institutional	development,	focus,	and	structure.		

	
This	 is	because	while	 the	process	of	 institutionalization	can	be	understood	 in	 terms	of	
power	through	 ideas,	 as	 ideas	 about	 policies	 and	programmes	may	be	debated,	 agreed	
and	 implemented,	 the	 crystallization	 of	 such	 ideas	 in	 established	 rules	 (for	 historical	
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institutionalists)	 or	 frames	 (for	 sociological	 institutionalists)	 should	 be	 understood	 as	
power	in	ideas	(Carstensen	&	Schmidt	2016,	p.	331).	

	
‘What	is	particularly	interesting	about	the	power	in	ideas	is	that	it	could	be	seen	
as	 even	 more	 ‘powerful’	 in	 some	 sense	 than	 coercive	 or	 structural	 power	 ‘	
(Carstensen	&	Schmidt	2016,	p.	331).	Once	ideas	have	been	entrenched	in	such	a	
way	 they	can	go	on	 to	 influence	perceptions	of	 the	origins	of	policy	 issues	and	
effectively	 bracket	 what	 policy	 solutions	 are	 considered	 viable	 (Blyth	 2002),	
such	institutions	often	endure	long	after	the	political	circumstances	that	created	
them	have	passed.			
	
Opportunities	for	governance	entrepreneurship,	particularly	for	idea	actors,	are	
subject	 to	 a	 host	 of	 intervening	 variables	 including	 their	 access	 to	 decision	
makers,	 expertise	 on	 a	 given	 topic,	 coordinative	 and	 communicative	 discourse	
ability,	 relationships	 with	 other	 stake	 holders,	 and	 the	 development	 of	 a	 so-
called	 ‘governance	 gap’	 or	 from	 a	 ‘critical	 juncture’.	 Governance	
entrepreneurship	 also	 requires	 additional	 characteristics,	 such	 as	 reliable	 and	
sustained	 access	 to	policy	makers,	 and	 an	 investment	not	 only	 in	 research	but	
dialogue	 (Innes	 &	 Rongerude	 2006).	 While	 think	 tanks	 can	 cultivate	 their	
capacity	 for	discourse,	 their	expertise,	and	their	relationship	with	other	policy-
makers,	 they	 are	 less	 able	 to	 forecast	 the	 development	 of	 governance	 gaps	 or	
critical	junctures.		
	
Governance	 gaps	 are	 ‘created	when	narrowly	 focused	public	 agencies	 failed	 to	
address	 problems	 that	 cut	 across	 sectors	 and/or	 when	 local	 jurisdictions	 had	
neither	 incentives	 nor	 forums	 in	 which	 to	 address	 issues	 that	 affected	 them	
jointly’	(Innes	and	Rongerude	2006,	p.	4).	For	example,	such	voids	have	emerged	
at	regional	and	sub-regional	 levels	 in	 the	areas	of	 transnational	crime,	 internet	
governance,	and	migration.	Governance	entrepreneurs	can	emerge	either	when	
actors	 use	 discourse	 to	 fill	 in	 ideational	 gaps,	 advise	 on	 how	 to	 manage	
‘ungoverned’	 spaces,	 seek	 to	 expand	 or	 alter	 existing	 institutions,	 or	 in	 some	
cases	assume	governing	authority	themselves.	
	
Governing	 gaps	 generally	 emerge	 over	 time,	 whereas	 critical	 junctures	 are	
usually	acute	in	nature	caused	by	occasions	where	policy	problems	fall	outside	of	
existing	 paradigms,	 and	 thus	 policy	makers	 are	 open	 to	 new	 ideas	 in	 order	 to	
help	them	make	sense	of	the	world	(Campbell	2002).	Then	present	‘brief	phases	
of	 institutional	 flux’	 (Cappocia	 &	 Keleman,	 2007,	 p.	 341)	 to	 offer	 political	
opportunities	 for	 governance	 entrepreneurship.	 Because	 think	 tanks	 in	 Asia	
have	close	relationships	with	regional	governing	structures	‘it	can	be	argued	that	
their	special	position	in	the	policy	process	allows	them	during	critical	junctures	
to	come	to	the	fore	and	influence	public	discourse	and	thus	public	policy’	(Ladi	
2008,	p.	206).	
	
Governance	 entrepreneurs	 use	 strategies	 similar	 to	 those	 used	 by	 policy	
entrepreneurs	 (problem	 framing,	 redefining	 policy	 solutions,	 using	 networks,	
and	 leading	 by	 example)	 (Mintrom	 &	 Luetjens,	 2017).	 Perhaps	 the	 most	
interesting	of	these	strategies	–	and	one	not	available	to	policy	entrepreneurs	–	
is	 that	 of	 leading	 by	 example.	 Think	 tank	 networks	 have	 led	 by	 example	 in	 a	
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myriad	 of	 ways	 in	 Asia	 in	 order	 to	 demonstrate	 to	 the	 ‘risk	 averse’	 decision	
makers	that	new	institutions	and	governing	structures	are	viable.	This	strategy	
has	 been	 very	 effective	 in	 institutionalising	 certain	 types	 of	 defence	 dialogues	
(Capie	&	Taylor	2010).	For	example,	the	first	regional	dialogue	for	Asian	Defence	
Ministers,	 the	 Shangri-La	Dialogue,	was	 think-tank	organized.	 It	was	only	 after	
the	 Shangri-La	 Dialogue	 was	 perceived	 as	 gaining	 too	 much	 influence	 that	
ASEAN	 reacted	 by	 creating	 the	 ASEAN	 Defence	 Ministers	 Meeting	 (Capie	 &	
Taylor	 2010).	 It	 should	 be	 noted	 that	 there	 are	 many	 structural	 similarities	
between	these	two	forums	and	it	appears	that	the	formal	process	takes	pains	to	
try	and	replicate	the	nature	of	discourse	that	was	found	to	be	so	valuable	in	the	
Shangri-La	Dialogue	(Zimmerman	2016).	

The	Development	of	an	ASEAN	Human	Rights	Mechanism	
	
In	this	section	we	turn	out	attention	to	operationalizing	the	above	theory	using	
ASEAN-ISIS	 as	 an	 illustrative	 example.	 Numerous	 publications	 have	 examined	
think	 tank	 influence	 on	 the	 development	 of	 ASEAN	 (Soesastro	 2006),	 the	
establishment	of	 the	ASEAN	Regional	Forum	(Morada	2010),	and	the	evolution	
of	the	ASEAN	Charter	(Soesastro	2006).	The	involvement	of	think	tanks	in	these	
processes	should	not	be	understated	as	they	have	had	a	clear	and	acknowledged	
impact	(ASEAN	1993).	The	discursive	and	 institutional	outcomes	of	all	of	 these	
developments	 were	 ultimately	 the	 products	 of	 ideational	 contestation,	
deliberation	and	compromise.	
	
It	 is	 relatively	 straight	 forward	 to	 support	 the	 assertion	 that	 think	 tanks	 are	
knowledge	actors	and	policy	entrepreneurs;	however,	their	roles	as	governance	
entrepreneurs	are	less	easy	to	quantify	(see	Katsumata	2003;	Morada	2010).	The	
power	of	 ideas,	 and	 specifically	 the	discrete	 element	 of	power	 in	 ideas,	 is	most	
clearly	 demonstrated	 when	 idea	 actors	 such	 as	 think	 tanks	 successfully	 wield	
ideational	 influence	 in	 the	 face	 of	 active	 resistance	 by	 opposing	 actors.	 This	 is	
particularly	 true	 if	 opposition	 actors	 also	 possess	 structural	 and	 institutional	
power.	 It	 is	 for	 this	 reason	 that	human	rights	 ideas	 in	ASEAN	were	selected	as	
the	 topic	 for	 this	 case	 study,	 as	 the	 progressive	 acceptance	 and	
institutionalisation	of	human	rights,	as	evidenced	by	the	creation	of	the	ASEAN-
ISIS	 Colloquium	 on	 Human	 Rights,	 the	 subsequent	 incorporation	 of	 a	 Human	
Rights	mechanism	in	the	ASEAN	Charter,	and	the	eventual	adoption	of	an	ASEAN	
Declaration	 of	 Human	 Rights,	 illustrate	 well	 the	 power	 of	 idea	 actors	 as	
governance	 entrepreneurs	 given	 that	 these	 ideas	 were	 largely	 opposed	 by	
regional	governments.		
	
Asia	has	lagged	in	terms	of	human	rights	development	and		‘a	number	of	ASEAN	
state	 invite	 international	 opprobrium	with	 poor	 human	 rights	 conduct’	 (Kraft	
2005,	p.	1).	In	fact,	ASEAN	states,	are	not	opposed	to	human	rights	as	a	concept	
but	feel	that	the	adoption	of	a	human	rights	framework	runs	counter	to	‘existing	
and	 long-standing	 ASEAN	 norms	 on	 inter-state	 relations’	 (Kraft	 2005,	 p.	 2),	
particularly	the	tenant	of	non-interference.	This	has	stifled	the	development	of	a	
region-wide	 human	 rights	 mechanism,	 or	 even	 the	 emergence	 of	 a	 formal	
discourse	concerning	human	rights.	The	adoption	of	human	rights	standards	has	
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been	 further	 complicated	 by	 western	 countries	 tendency	 to	 link	 economic	
assistance	 with	 the	 acceptance	 of	 and	 adherence	 to	 ‘universal	 human	 rights’	
(Collins	 2013).	 The	 resulting	 political	 environment	 has	 left	 the	 promotion	 of	
human	 rights	 standards	 to	 non-state	 actors	 and,	 ‘[m]any	 of	 the	 initiative	 for	
change	 in	 the	 region	 has	 involved	 the	 sponsorship	 or	 advocacy	 by	 either	
individuals	 or	 groups…who	 act	 as	 entrepreneurs	 in	 the	 advancement	 of	 these	
issues	and	the	adoption	of	norms	that	would	advance	these	issues’	(Kraft	2005,	
p.	5).		
	
In	 the	 case	 of	 think	 tanks	 and	 human	 rights	 in	 Asia,	 it	 was	 problems	 with	
definition	that	initially	hampered	the	establishment	of	a	human	rights	body,	and	
it	was	the	contribution	of	ASEAN-ISIS	to	clearly	define	what	‘human	rights’	was	
in	the	Southeast	Asian	context.	Avant	et	al.	noted	that	‘[g]overnance	of	a	problem	
cannot	 begin	 until	 someone	 defines	 a	 problem	 as	 an	 issue	 and	 succeeds	 in	
placing	it	on	a	consequential	agenda’	(2010,	p.	15),	and	this	is	where	ASEAN-ISIS	
started	its	promotion	of	human	rights.		
	
Before	think	tanks	could	get	human	rights	ideas	onto	formal	agendas	they	were	
faced	 with	 the	 task	 of	 overcoming	 several	 deeply	 entrenched	 governing	
‘philosophies’	 in	 Asia,	 such	 as	 the	 non-interference	 principle	 and	 consensus-
based	decision	making,	which	are	regularly	‘invoked	as	a	rational	for	the	absence	
of	a	regional	human	rights	charter’	(Kraft	2005,	p.	1;	Davies	2014).	They	also	had	
to	reconcile	the	two	competing	notations	of	‘human	rights	which	were	present	in	
the	international	context’.	One	which	was	based	on	the	belief	of	universal	human	
rights	 ‘grounded	on	the	individual’s	 inalienable	rights	to	 life,	 liberty	and	estate’	
(Collins	2013,	p.	82)	and	formed	the	premise	of	the	UN	Universal	Declaration	of	
Human	Rights,	and	the	more	‘Asian	style’	which	contextualized	human	rights	in	
social	and	political	contexts	and	argued	for	a	careful	balance	‘between	the	rights	
of	the	individual	and	those	of	the	wider	community’	(Collins	2013,	p.	82).	
	
Starting	in	1992,	ASEAN–ISIS	broached	the	issue	of	human	rights	to	ASEAN	in	a	
paper	 titled	 ‘The	 Environment	 and	 Human	 rights	 in	 International	 Relations’	
(Kraft	2006).	In	doing	so,	it	was	‘well	ahead	of	its	time	when	it	recommended	to	
ASEAN	the	need	to	examine	the	feasibility	of	establishing	an	ASEAN	Commission	
on	 Human	 Rights’	 (Kraft	 2006,	 p.	 78).	 By	 taking	 this	 initiative,	 ASEAN-ISIS	
arguably	‘helped	shape	ASEAN	perspectives	on	these	matters,	particularly	during	
the	1990s	debate	on	“Asian	Values”,’	(Hernandez	2007,	p.	16).	Capitalizing	on	its	
relationship	 with	 both	 ASEAN	 and	 the	 ARF,	 ASEAN-ISIS	 was	 able	 to	 push	
repeatedly	 for	 the	 acceptance	 of	 its	 definition	 of	 human	 rights	 and	 for	 human	
rights	in	general	to	make	its	way	onto	formal	governing	agendas.	
	
In	1993	ASEAN-ISIS	established	the	region’s	first	human	rights	forum,	called	the	
ASEAN-ISIS	 Colloquium	 on	 Human	 Rights	 (AICOHR).	 This	 was	 long	 before	
human	 rights	made	 their	way	onto	 the	 agenda	of	ASEAN	 (Kraft	 2006)	 and	 the	
establishment	 of	 any	 kind	 of	 human	 rights	 mechanism	 contravened	 regional	
norms	of	 the	ASEAN-way	 (Zimmerman	2016).	During	 this	process,	ASEAN-ISIS	
was	 able	 to	 capitalise	 on	 its	 dual	 status	 in	 order	 to	 ‘operate	 on	 the	 edges	 of	
ASEAN	rules	and	norms,	especially	in	abandoning	the	concept	of	consensus	and	
unanimity’	and	 in	doing	so	were	able	 to	advance	 ‘ideas	 including	human	rights	
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and	 democracy	 that	 do	 not	 sit	 easily	 with	 official	 policies	 or	 ideologies	 of	 all	
member	states’	(Evans	2006,	p.	100).		
	
In	 acting	 against	 regional	 preferences	 and	 outside	 of	 existing	 institutions,	
ASEAN-ISIS	 acted	 as	 a	 governance	 entrepreneur.	 In	 this	 role	 it	 innovated	 and	
tested	 new	 governance	 arrangements	 removed	 from	 formal	 politics,	 thereby	
assuming	 the	uncertainty	and	political	 risks	 that	ASEAN	 itself	was	unwilling	 to	
take	(Pattberg	2017).	ASEAN-ISIS	intended	to	develop	a	source	of	power	in	ideas	
through	 the	 creation	 of	 AICOHR,	 as	 ‘discussions	 in	 AICOHR	 were	 intended	 to	
pave	 the	way	 for	 the	 establishment	of	 a	 sub-regional	body	on	human	 rights	 in	
ASEAN’	(Kraft	2006,	p.	79).	
	
There	was	tacit	acceptance	of	the	need	to	address	human	rights,	however,	there	
was	 ‘disquiet’	about	 the	development	of	AICOHR	both	within	ASEAN	as	well	as	
by	some	members	of	ASEAN-ISIS	(Collins	2013,	p.	84).	Regional-level	hesitance	
to	engage	with	human	rights	is	not	always	reflective	of	the	domestic	sentiments	
in	 ASEAN	 states.	 For	 instance,	 the	 Philippines	 is	 a	 signatory	 to	 several	 human	
rights	 conventions	 and	 has	 successfully	 passed	 the	 necessary	 legislation	 to	
support	their	implementation.	However,	up	until	1997	it	remained	largely	inert	
concerning	 questions	 of	 human	 rights	 at	 the	 regional	 level	 (Kraft	 2005).	
Likewise,	 while	 not	 signatories	 to	 the	 UN	 Convention	 on	 Refugees,	 both	
Singapore	 and	 Indonesia	 are	 in	 compliance	 with	 the	 spirit	 of	 the	 convention.	
Indonesian	 and	 Philippine	 officials	 have	 been	 strong	 supporters	 of	 advancing	
human	rights	within	Asia	(Narine	2012).	
	
As	 domestic	 politics	 in	 Southeast	 Asian	 states	 have	 matured,	 particularly	 in	
Indonesia,	 the	 Philippines,	 Thailand,	 Malaysia,	 and	 Singapore	 there	 have	 been	
movements	 towards	a	greater	acceptance	of	human	rights.	This	movement	has	
continued	 to	 grow	 ‘with	 heightened	 awareness	 among	 their	 civil	 societies	 and	
domestic	 populations	 ‘	 (Tan	 2011,	 p.	 139).	 Think	 Tanks	 have	 capitalised	 on	
comparatively	 favourable	 domestic	 environments	 as	 locations	 from	 which	 to	
build	 up	 coordinative	 coalitions.	 Thus,	 it	 comes	 as	 no	 surprise	 that	 the	
Philippines	member	of	ASEAN-ISIS	was	one	of	the	most	dominant	voices	calling	
for	a	human	rights	mechanism,	or	that	a	mechanism	was	added	to	the	Charter,	at	
the	 insistence	 of	 the	 ASEAN	 Secretary,	 who	 also	 happened	 to	 be	 from	 the	
Philippines	 (Reference).	 It	was	 also	 the	 Philippine	member	 of	 ASEAN-ISIS,	 the	
Institute	 for	 Strategic	 and	 Development	 Studies	 (ISDS)	 that	 spearheaded	 the	
network’s	efforts	to	establish	an	informal	human	rights	mechanism.		
	
The	 disquiet	 caused	 by	 a	 regional	 mechanism	 on	 human	 rights,	 formal	 or	
informal,	was	 such	 that	 funding	 for	 the	 first	AICOHR	had	 to	 be	 procured	 from	
outside	the	region.	The	main	contribution	of	AICOHR	was	to	provide	a	 location	
where	human	rights	 could	be	discussed	without	 the	 limitation	 found	 in	 formal	
governing	 processes,	 it	 doing	 so	 ‘it	 became	 part	 of	 the	 process	 which	 made	
human	rights	an	increasingly	acceptable	part	of	the	political	discourse	in	ASEAN’	
(Kraft	2006,	p.	87).	It	would	take	fourteen	years	before	there	would	be	any	move	
on	 the	 part	 of	 ASEAN	 to	 establish	 a	 human	 rights	 body	 (which	 it	 did	with	 the	
endorsement	of	the	ASEAN	Charter	in	2007).	
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AICOHR	became	a	venue	for	ASEAN-ISIS	to	exercise	power	through	ideas	and,	‘it	
was	 hoped	 that	 the	 exchange	 of	 information	 and	 views	 on	 human	 rights	 in	
AICOHR	[would]	generate	a	“regional	consensus”	on	the	issue’	(Kraft	2006,	p.	79)	
as	well	as	function	as	an	important	confidence	building	exercise	(Collins	2013).	
Furthermore,	because	AICOHR	was	created	by	ASEAN-ISIS,	it	was	also	a	way	for	
ASEAN-ISIS	 to	 exercise	 power	 in	 ideas.	 It	 was	 up	 to	 network	 participants	 to	
establish	its	structure,	organization	and	set	its	ideational	agendas.		
	
The	acceptance	of	a	human	rights	agenda,	and	the	subsequent	establishment	of	a	
human	 rights	 mechanism	 were	 helped	 along	 by	 a	 series	 of	 critical	 junctures	
which	‘created	opening	for	initiatives	that	have…opened	up	space	for	the	issues	
to	 be	 accommodated	 at	 the	 regional	 level’	 (Kraft	 2005,	 p.	 1).	 One	 such	 critical	
juncture	was	the	Asian	Financial	Crisis	(AFC)	of	1997	(Kraft	2005,	Narine	2012).	
The	 AFC	 undermined	 the	 argument	 that	 ‘you	 could	 have	 good	 governance	
without	 democracy’	 (Collins	 2013,	 p.	 85),	 and	 ‘led	 to	 a	 crisis	 of	 confidence	 in	
traditional	ASEAN	norms	and,	 through	a	process	of	norm	entrepreneurship	 led	
by	 Track	 II	 and	 Track	 II	 actors…,	 regional	 elites	 came	 to	 adopt	 human	 rights	
standards	as	new	moral	guidelines	for	their	behaviour’	(Davies	2014,	p.	116).	It	
is	likely	no	coincident	that	it	was	in	1998	that	the	term	‘human	rights’	was	first	
used	in	official	ASEAN	diplomacy	whereas	previously	‘anything	remotely	related	
to	this	subject	was	stated	in	implicit	terms’	(Tan	2011,	p.	153).	
	
	
ASEAN-ISIS	and	other’s	use	of	power	through	ideas	and	power	in	ideas,	combined	
with	the	aforementioned	critical	junctures	became	a	turning	point	in	discourses	
of	human	rights	in	Asia	(Collins	2013).	Discourses	broadened	into	discussions	on	
political	 as	 well	 as	 economic	 rights,	 and	 came	 to	 include	 specific	measures	 to	
protect	marginalized	groups	such	as	women,	children,	migrants,	and	indigenous	
people.	Discussion	in	AICOHR	helped	 ‘pave	the	way	for	the	ASEAN	Commission	
on	the	Promotion	and	Protection	of	the	Rights	of	Women	and	Children	(ACWC)	
and	the	ASEAN	Committee	on	the	Implementation	of	the	ASEAN	Declaration	on	
the	Protection	and	Promotion	of	the	Rights	of	Migrant	Workers	(ACMW)’	(Collins	
2013,	p.	85.)		
	
AICOHR	spent	almost	10	years	 ‘baselining’	 the	concepts	of	human	rights	 in	 the	
region,	and	oversaw	the	transition	from	the	bifurcated	arguments	vis-à-vis	first	
and	second	order	rights,	as	well	as	the	comparative	dissolution	of	‘Asian	values’	
concepts	of	human	rights	(Collins	2013).	As	Carstensen	and	Schmidt	(2016)	have	
noted,	ideas	and	the	structures	based	upon	them	are	continually	being	contested,	
and	while	this	debate	was	largely	put	to	rest	with	the	declaration	in	the	Vienna	
Conference	reaffirming	 the	universality	of	human	rights,	 it	 reappeared	 in	2012	
with	 the	 inclusion	 of	 caveats	 in	 the	ASEAN	Human	Rights	Declaration	 in	 2012	
(Davies	2014).		
	
ASEAN-ISIS	continued	to	promote	human	rights	mechanism	using	power	through	
ideas	 when	 it	 submitted	 suggestions	 for	 the	 proposed	 charter	 at	 the	 special	
invitation	of	the	ASEAN-Senior	Officials	Meeting	(ASEAN-SOM).	There	was	a	tacit	
agreement	among	the	participants	of	ASEAN-ISIS	that	for	ASEAN	to	maintain	its	
relevance	‘there	have	to	be	new	elements	particularly,	new	ideas	and	institutions	
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to	strengthen	ASEAN”	(Hernandez	2007,	p.	16).	To	this	end	they	had	agreed	at	a	
prior	brainstorming	meeting	 in	Singapore	 to	push	 for	 a	 charter	 that	was	more	
progressive	and	people	centred,	and	not	abide	by	existing	norms	of	progressing	
at	a	pace	comfortable	to	all	(Hernandez	2007).	These	suggestions	demonstrated	
ASEAN-ISIS’s	willingness	to	push	contentious	ideas	as	it	emphasised	the	need	for	
a	 human	 rights	 mechanism	 and	 even	 suggested	 measures	 for	 sanctions	
(Caballero-Anthony	2008).	
	
In	 consultation	with	 the	Eminent	Persons’	Group	 (EPG),	ASEAN-ISIS	ultimately	
developed	 a	 full-length	 template	 for	 the	 ASEAN	 Charter.	 Other	 non-
governmental	 organizations	 such	 as	 the	 Institute	 of	 Southeast	 Asian	 Studies	
(ISEAS)	also	contributed	input	to	the	EPG,	which	submitted	its	recommendations	
to	 ASEAN	 in	 2007.	 The	 EPG’s	 recommendations	 contained	 several	 progressive	
suggestions	concerning	the	structure	and	focus	of	ASEAN,	including	pushing	for	
adherence	 to	 humanitarian	 law	 as	 well	 as	 a	 ‘respect	 for	 human	 rights	 and	
fundamental	freedoms’	(Caballero	Anthony	2008,	p.	74).		
	
The	 transition	 from	ASEAN-ISIS’s	 use	 of	power	 through	 ideas	 and	 its	 role	 as	 a		
policy	 entrepreneur	 to	 using	 power	 in	 ideas	 and	 becoming	 a	 governance	
entrepreneur	occurred	with	the	adoption	of	the	ASEAN	Charter.	Components	of	
ASEAN-ISIS’s	 proposed	 charter	 did	 in	 fact	 make	 it	 into	 the	 official	 ASEAN	
Charter,	though	often	in	an	altered	and	less	restrictive	form	(Caballero-Anthony	
2008).	In	fact	‘there	are	three	[ASEAN-ISIS]	forums	in	particular	which	appear	to	
have	 been	 partially	 co-opted	 as	 part	 of	 the	 ASEAN	 Charter:	 the	 [Asia-Pacific	
Roundtable],	 the	 AICOHR,	 and	 the	 ASEAN	 People’s	 Assembly	 (APA),’	
(Zimmerman	2016,	p.	90).		
	
Despite	 giving	 ASEAN	 a	 legal	 identity,	 many	 saw	 the	 Charter	 as	 a	 missed	
opportunity	 in	 terms	of	 the	establishment	of	a	human	rights	mechanism,	given	
the	 disconnect	 between	 the	 recommendation	 of	 the	 EPG	 and	 the	 Charter’s	
ultimate	form	(Caballero-Anthony	2008).	The	Charter	did,	in	fact,	contain	the	call	
to	 establish	 a	 human	 rights	mechanism,	 but	 offered	 no	 timeline	 or	 framework	
(ASEAN	 Charter	 2007;	 Article	 14).	 Concerning	 human	 rights,	 the	 proposed	
mechanism	continued	to	support	decision	making	by	consensus	but	allowed	for	
exceptions	 in	 exceptional	 circumstances,	 including	 when	 one	 country	 was	
engaged	in	sustained	and	gross	human	rights	violations.	
	
Regardless	 of	 the	 lack	 of	 substantive	 content	 in	 the	 human	 rights	 commission	
section	 of	 the	 charter	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 idea	 of	 such	 a	 commission	 is	 now	
embedded	 in	 the	 legal	 structure	 of	 ASEAN	 indicates	 successful	 governance	
entrepreneurship	as	well	 as	a	 foothold	 for	 the	 continued	exercise	of	 ideational	
power.	The	 inclusion	of	a	Human	Rights	mechanism	 in	 the	Charter	has	opened	
up	‘spaces’	where	it	is	now	possible	to	‘push	the	agenda	for	change	in	the	region’	
and	 means	 that	 ASEAN	 as	 an	 organization	 are	 now	 compelled	 to	 create	 one	
(Caballero-Anthony	2008,	p.	82).		
	
By	adopting	the	Charter	ASEAN	states	have	created	additional	opportunities	for	
think	 tanks	 and	 other	 actors	 to	 use	 power	 over	 ideas	 by	 highlighting	 the	 gaps	
between	promise	and	practice.	Think	tank	networks,	as	well	as	other	non-state	
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actors,	 have	 used	 the	 power	 over	 ideas	 as	 a	 way	 to	 push	 ASEAN	 and	 its	
constitutive	 states	 to	 adopt	 human	 rights	 guidelines.	 Using	 their	 coordinative	
and	 communicative	 discursive	 abilities	 they	 ‘put	 non-observant	 states	 in	 the	
spotlight	 of	 international	 public	 opinion,	 and	 empower,	 legitimize,	 and	 even	
mobilize	 domestic	 opposition	 to	 and	 international	 support	 against	 norm-
violating	states’	(Kraft		2006,	p.	6).	And	it	is	not	only	think	tanks	and	other	non-
state	 actors	 that	 are	 able	 to	 use	 the	 inclusion	 of	 human	 rights	 issues	 in	 the	
Charter	 as	 a	 mechanism	 for	 change.	 In	 2017	 during	 the	 Rohingya	 crisis	 in	
Myanmar,	Malaysian	Prime	Minister	Dato’	Sri	Najib	Razak	used	the	inclusion	of	
human	 rights	 in	 the	 Charter	 to	 call	 upon	 Indonesian	 President	Widodo	 to	 put	
pressure	on	Myanmar	(Wong	&	Yasmin	2017).	
	
ASEAN-ISIS	and	NGOs	used	the	25th	AICOHR	in	Manila	to	focus	the	‘opportunities	
for	the	ASEAN	human	rights	body’	(Working	Group	for	an	ASEAN	Human	Rights	
Mechanism	2008).	Attendees	openly	noted	that	while	the	resistance	of	ASEAN	to	
a	human	rights	mechanism	was	much	less	than	it	was	in	1993	but	planned	to	use	
the	 political	 opportunities	 afforded	 in	 the	 charger	 to	 also	 push	 for	 changes	 in	
ASEAN’s	overall	 structure.	 For	 instance,	 they	argued	 that	 it	was	 still	 necessary	
for	 ASEAN	 to	move	 away	 from	 its	 principles	 of	 decision	making	 by	 consensus	
and	 non-interference	 for	 any	 human	 rights	 body	 to	 effectively	work	 (Working	
Group	 for	 an	 ASEAN	 Human	 Rights	 Mechanism	 2008).	 The	 2009	 agenda	 was	
equally	assertive	in	that	it	examined	how	regional	human	rights	networks	could	
work	collectively	to	influence	the	‘form	and	structure	of	the	AHRB’,	this	included	
not	only	the	content	of	the	AHRB	but	also	the	qualification	process,	and	oversight	
mechanisms	 (Collins	 2013,	 p.	 86).	 As	 much	 as	 some	 states	 in	 ASEAN	may	 be	
hesitant	 to	 act	 on	human	 rights,	 embedding	human	 rights	 ideas	 in	 the	Charter	
has	forced	them	to	acknowledged	and	consider	human	rights	issues	where	such	
consideration	have	previously	been	denied.		
	
ASEAN-ISIS’s	 governance	 entrepreneurship	 resulted	 in	 a	 ripple	 effect	 that	
continues	in	institutional	development	in	the	region.	The	call	for	a	human	rights	
mechanism	in	the	ASEAN	Charters	subsequently	led	to	the	establishment	of	the	
ASEAN	Intergovernmental	Commission	on	Human	Rights	(AICHR)	 in	2009.	The	
stated	 goal	 of	 this	 commission	 was	 to	 identify	 regional	 standards	 for	 human	
rights	 and	 find	ways	 to	 enhance	 regional	 cooperation	 on	 the	 issue	 (Rathgeber	
2014).	Establishing	AICHR	was	seen	in	turn	as	an	opportunity	to	push	for	more	
influence	 and	 greater	 institutionalisation;	 Tan	 notes	 that	 ‘[n]on	 governmental	
organisations	 (NGOs)	 have	 already	 made	 it	 clear…that	 the	 establishment	 of	
AICHR	is	only	the	first	step	to	greater	human	rights	protection	in	the	region,	and	
continue	to	suggest	improvements’	(Tan	2011,	p.	160).		
	
The	 next	 step	 in	 human	 rights	 protections	 occurred	 in	 November	 2012	when	
ASEAN	 leaders	 confirmed	 their	 commitment	 to	 the	 ASEAN	 Human	 Rights	
Declaration	 (AHRD)	 which	 ensured	 all	 the	 rights	 contained	 in	 the	 Universal	
Declaration	 of	 Human	 Rights	 of	 1948	 as	well	 as	 additional	 collective	 rights	 to	
peace,	a	sustainable	environment,	and	development	 (ASEAN	2017).	The	AICHR	
‘was	 key	 in	 the	 adoption	 of	 the	 ASEAN	 Human	 Rights	 Declaration’	 in	 2012	
(Rathgeber	2014,	p.	161).	Reactions	 to	 the	declaration	were	 split	with	 it	 being	
perceived	 by	 some	 as	 a	 step	 towards	 a	 region-wide	 understanding	 of	 human	
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rights,	others	as	an	instrument	used	by	ASEAN	to	seek	legitimacy,	and	still	others	
as	a	smoke-screen	to	avoid	accountability.	 It	 is	 likely	a	combination	of	all	three	
(Davies	2014).	Regardless,	 it	codifies	a	regional	commitment	by	ASEAN	nations	
to	ensure	a	host	of	human	rights,	including	the	more	controversial	political	rights	
(Davies	2014).	Much	 like	what	occurred	with	 the	ASEAN	Charter,	 the	AHRD	as	
provided	 additional	 leverage	 for	 ASEAN-ISIS	 and	 NGOs	 to	 press	 ASEAN,	 and	
individual	states	on	these	issues.		
	
Several	of	 the	countries	 in	ASEAN	(Brunei,	Malaysia,	Myanmar,	and	Singapore)	
are	party	to	the	AHRD	but	have	not	yet	signed	or	ratified	either	the	‘International	
Covenant	on	Economic,	Cultural	and	Social	Rights	or	the	International	Covenant	
on	Civil	and	Political	Rights’	(Davies	2014,	p.	112).	Given	that	ASEAN	governance	
is	consensus	based,	this	implies	that	these	countries	would	have	had	to	agree	to	
the	 content	 of	 the	 AHRD,	 and	 are	 thereby	 subjecting	 themselves	 to	 a	 level	 of	
accountability	 that	 they	 have	 not	 previously	 been	 willing	 to	 accept	 from	 the	
international	 community.	This	 is	perhaps	 less	 an	 indication	of	 changing	norms	
regarding	human	rights	than	a	‘necessary	burden’	that	countries	have	agreed	to	
accept	in	order	for	ASEAN	to	maintain	it’s	legitimacy	on	the	world	stage	(Davies	
2014).	 Regardless	 of	 their	 motivations,	 the	 signatory	 countries	 have	 further	
entrenched	 the	 power	 in	 ideas	 of	 human	 rights	 norms	 in	 Asia.	 Consequently,	
think	tanks	and	non-state	actors	are	now	able	to	leverage	the	increased	visibility	
of	human	rights	along	with	power	over	ideas	by	highlighting	violations	of	 these	
norms	and	ideas.		

Conclusion	
	
This	paper	has	 sought	 to	make	 three	contribution	 to	 the	areas	of	 international	
relations,	studies	of	political	power,	and	the	scholarship	around	non-state	actors	
and	 governance.	 First,	 that	 the	 elements	 of	 ideational	 power,	 meaning	 power	
through	 ideas,	 power	 over	 ideas,	 and	 power	 in	 ideas,	 are	 effective	 tools	 from	
which	 to	 operationalize	 the	 underlying	 concepts	 of	 discursive	 institutionalism.	
DI	 aspires	 to	 illustrate	 how	 ideas	 impact	 institutions,	 and	 the	 elements	 of	
ideational	 power	 provide	 the	 conceptual	 bridges	 linking	 how	 control	 over	 an	
idea	can	result	in	comparable	influence	to	other	forms	of	political	power.		
	
Second,	this	contribution	has	added	to	existing	literature	on	think	tanks	by	more	
fully	articulating	how	specific	think	tank	networks	in	Asia,	by	virtue	of	their	close	
relationships	 with	 governments	 and	 their	 success	 as	 discursive	 actors,	 have	
functioned	as	governance	entrepreneurs	at	the	regional	level.	In	doing	so,	it	has	
recognized	that	certain	idea	actors	possess	a	kind	of	political	mobility	in	terms	of	
ideational	 and	 governance	 authority.	Actors	which	 can	 effectively	 act	 as	 policy	
entrepreneurs	by	using	power	through	ideas,	and	power	over	 ideas	can	become	
governance	 entrepreneurs	 by	 entrenching	 these	 policy,	 programmatic	 and	
philosophical	ideas	into	institutions	to	gain	power	in	ideas.		
	
Third,	it	has	provided	a	narrative	case	study	tracing	how	one	think	tank	network	
in	 Asia,	 ASEAN-ISIS	 has	 successfully	 employed	 all	 three	 ideational	 elements	 in	
pursuit	 of	 political	 and	 institutional	 power.	 Using	 its	 skill	 and	 experience	 in	
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discourse,	ASEAN-ISIS	was	able	to	overcome	both	institutional	intransience	and	
normative	 constraints	 to	 successfully	 embed	 human	 rights	 as	 issues	 of	
importance	 at	 the	 regional	 level.	 By	 securing	 the	 inclusion	 of	 a	 human	 rights	
mechanism	 in	 the	 ASEAN	 Charter,	 and	 the	 acceptance	 of	 a	 human	 rights	
declaration,	 ASEAN-ISIS	 has	 created	 an	 environment	where	 it	 can	 continue	 to	
exercise	 all	 three	 elements	 of	 ideational	 power	 and	 continue	 to	 promote	 such	
rights	into	the	future.		
	
The	establishment	of	a	binding	human	rights	mechanism	in	ASEAN	has	not	yet	
occurred.	 Nor	 is	 the	 implementation	 or	 even	 the	 acceptance	 of	 cohesive	 and	
comprehensive	 human	 right	 agenda	 a	 fait	 accompli.	 As	 Davies	 (2014)	 argues,		
any	agreements	on	human	rights	does	not	reflect	a	shared	identity	in	ASEAN	but	
rather	 is	 indicative	 of	 a	 diversity	 of	motives	 for	 acquiescing	 to	 the	 AHRD	 and	
other	human	rights	mechanisms.	Rather,	the	agreements	adopted	focus	on	elitist	
understandings	of	areas	not	to	discuss,	demonstrating	that	‘[t]here	is	no	shared	
understanding	 between	 people	 and	 no	 integration	 of	 political	 systems	 around	
shared	understandings	and	standards’	(Davies	2014,	p.	122).	
	
Davis	and	others	are	able	to	persuasively	argue	that	the	change	in	approaches	to	
human	 right	 in	 ASEAN	 are	 merely	 attempt	 to	 re-legitimize	 ASEAN	 as	 an	
organization	 and	 that	 the	 progress	 made	 is	 ‘less	 substantive	 than	 it	 appears’	
(Narine	 2012,	 p.	 367).	 Human	 rights	 forums,	 such	 as	 AICHR	 and	 other	
protections	for	women	and	children,	and	migrant	workers	have	been	referred	to	
as	 ‘toothless’	 (Wall	 Street	 Journal	2009).	When	discussing	AICHR,	 even	ASEAN	
Chair	 Abhisit	 Vejjajiva	 recognized	 its	 weaknesses	 and	 argued	 that	 its	 ‘teeth’	
would	come	later	(Wall	Street	Journal	2009).	The	subsequent	draft	of	the	ASEAN	
Human	Rights	Declaration	also	came	under	fire	from	the	UN	High	Commissioner	
for	 Human	 Rights,	 who	 pointed	 out	 that	 it	 did	 not	 achieve	 international	
standards	 (UN	News	Centre	2012).	However,	most	 critics	have	 also	noted	 that	
each	move	towards	institutionalisation,	be	it	the	establishment	of	a	commission	
or	 a	 new	 declaration,	 is	 a	 step	 forward.	 And	 the	 distance	 travelled	 on	 human	
rights	 from	 when	 ASEAN	 was	 founded	 to	 the	 adoption	 of	 a	 human	 rights	
declaration	is	significant	(Tan	2011).		
	
The	motives	 behind	 the	 adoption	 of	 charter,	 rights	 declaration	 and	 additional	
human	rights	mechanisms	does	not	invalidate	their	ability	to	function.	Once	the	
idea	can	be	used	to	either	pressure	states	 into	compliance	or	as	 leverage	 in	an	
institutional	structure	it	does	not	need	to	be	part	of	a	shared	understanding,	only	
a	shared	burden.	Davies	does	note	that	the	existence	of	a	declaration	is	a	least	a	
‘step	towards	a	more	robust	system	of	human	rights	promotion’	(Davies	2014,	p.	
123).	 ASEAN-ISIS,	 in	 successfully	 entrenching	 human	 rights	 protections	 into	
regional	governing	institutions,	has	contributed	to	the	evolution	of	stronger	and	
increasingly	binding	human	rights	mechanisms	and	placed	Southeast	Asia	on	a	
trajectory	towards	better	human	rights	governance.	
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