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ABSTRACT 

The dissertation on the theme ‘Evolving Dynamics between EU-ASEAN relationship in the 

Twenty First Century’ is an attempt to access and analyze the changing contours of the EU-

ASEAN relationship with respect to politics, economy, strategy and diplomacy in the twenty 

first century. Based on an understanding of the objectives and goals of both these organizations, 

the research study has critically assessed the convergences and divergence in the relationship. 

The relationship between EU-ASEAN has been developing one which is progressing as two 

organizations. Both the organizations aimed at promoting regional cooperation in terms of 

identity and ambitions. It has also been the foundation of their relationship. Though following 

different regional integration approaches, both seek to improve their security, prosperity and 

regional stability. The pillar of EU-ASEAN ties has been cooperation by identifying 

programmed as well as projects where both can collaborate in the politico-security relationship. 

The research study has made use of a number of International Relations theories in order to 

understand the behavioral patterns of EU and ASEAN and explain the nature of their 

relationship as well as their approach to cooperate in the twenty first century. ASEAN 

partnership with the EU was also referred to by the neo-realist idea of hegemonic stability. The 

initial relationship between EC and ASEAN was struggling as the ASEAN region was under 

the ‘hegemonic’ influence of the US. Both the EU and ASEAN have also adopted the neo-

liberal notion of 'open regionalism' whereby the regional body encourages external and internal 

free trade at the same time. Given the issues, concerns of a Southeast Asian 'Fortress Europe' 

have subsided as more general access to the Single European Market has increased. Contrary, 

progress towards ASEAN Free Trade Agreement requires the removal of neo-mercantilist trade 

policies that are still followed by many ASEAN Members. One of the important pillars between 

them is the non-commercial flow, although EU-ASEAN FTA has yet to materialize. Although 

integration in Europe has been given an elitist title by the neo-functionalist paradigm, many 

other organizations like ASEAN believe in restricting their cooperation to functional issues by 

stressing on their members sovereignty and principle of non-interference. It was reflected in 

1991 conflict in Myanmar where the inequalities between the EU and ASEAN became clear 

when the EU called for a decisive response from the Southeast Asian nations for human rights 

abuse.  



 

 

 X 

The origins of EU-ASEAN relationship in the 1970s started with regional institutions was one 

of the key influencers on the actions of nation states and established their own way of 

establishing international relations with actors around the globe. In 1972, the initiation came 

from ASEAN which was a remarkable step in the EU-ASEAN relationship as a “political-

diplomatic coalition vis-à-vis the outside world,” which developed an institutional dialog with 

the European Community. Although there have been many ups and down in the relationship 

for instance Asia-Europe Meeting in 1996 which enhanced their ties. There have also been 

instances which reflected the differences like FTA in 2009 and the diplomatic challenge of the 

EU, which raised question of Myanmar’s membership in ASEAN. Both the EU and ASEAN 

share common elements linked to the Cold War historically. Both of these regions faced a 

common external threat from a hegemonic power to their stability, which meant that they had 

to transcend their existing rivalries within the region as well as cooperation between states. 

As a way of strengthening the European-East Asia cooperation or transpacific cooperation by 

Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation, ASEM was initiated. ASEM has closely collaborated with 

the EU-ASEAN dialogue which was proposed by Singapore and got the support from France. 

It enabled to bridge the gap between the Europe and Asia and later was seen as a link between 

East Asia, North America and Western Europe as they were considered to be the powerhouse 

of global economy as well as a route to establish transatlantic and transpacific ties in the region. 

When the US declared ‘pivot to Asia’ in 2011 as a rebalancing strategy which altered the 

geopolitics of the Asia-Pacific, the competition between the US and China in Southeast Asia 

as well as the South China Sea significantly impacted the importance of the region for China. 

New areas of growth and investment like the ASEAN Economic Community, attracted foreign 

direct investments from major key players like the EU and US and enabled them to revive their 

economy.  

While there seem to be numerous challenges and continuities which plague and affect their 

relationship, the fact that the EU and ASEAN are different types of regional organizations, has 

given space for them to have a meaningful cooperation with each other which has been 

reflected in their limited areas of cooperation. Major events like the ASEAN-EEC Cooperation 

Agreement in 1980 and the Nuremberg Declaration on Enhanced Relationship between EU-

ASEAN in 2007 showed the participation of both the organizations. Their relationship also was 

challenged by the nature of concurrent supranational policies of the EU member states. It has 

been observed that in order to strengthen relations between EU and ASEAN, substantial 
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progress needs to be made as the perception of their relationship is compared to the donor-

recipient relation. But during the battle against COVID-19, the EU has been seen to help the 

ASEAN nations by funding €350 million in order to combat the pandemic. This includes health 

aid, provision of improved healthcare services and mitigation of the social and economic 

impacts of the pandemic. Geopolitics also affects and play an important role in their security 

relationship, in the context of ASEAN’s attempt to enforce its strategy related to the Indo-

Pacific. The ASEAN also has a feeling of animosity towards China since the conflict of South 

China Sea. One of the main reasons behind their continuity is the established Code of Conduct 

on SCS, although their ASEAN-China relationship has seemed to be closer because of the 

benefits provided by the BRI. Even when differences are apparent, scholars contend that there 

is room for improving their relationship in the areas of science and technology, UN Sustainable 

Goal Developments, climate change, politics and security concerns, socio-cultural cooperation, 

trade and investment and the rule of law and multilateral institutions. What is necessary to 

understand is the nature of both the institutions, due to which they choose to conduct and 

accomplish their policy objectives. What will further mold the future trajectory of their 

relationship, will depend on how EU and ASEAN would navigate their ways on both bilateral 

and multilateral fronts. This will only happen if both work on the areas of convergences and 

try unravelling and address their areas of divergences. The prospects of cooperation, 

partnership and confrontation between the two countries will be influenced in the near term by 

both the emerging geopolitical environment and the political leaderships in the organization. 
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