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The EU's Policy Recalibration toward ASEAN amid the Regionalist Turn

Yingying Li
(School of Politics and International Relations, Tongji University, Shanghai, China)

Abstract: As major-power strategic competition intensifies and the "Global South" rises as a collective force, the logic
underpinning EU-ASEAN interaction is undergoing structural change. On one hand, amid compounding internal and
external crises, the EU is steering its regionalism away from "normative power" toward a "Geopolitical Europe," urgently
seeking to leverage the Global South to rebuild its strategic influence and advance strategic autonomy. On the other hand,
ASEAN's sense of community and its norm of "ASEAN centrality" continue to strengthen; no longer content to remain a
"recipient”" or "learner,"” ASEAN now employs a "socialization" strategy to require external powers to engage on the
terms of the "ASEAN Way." This two-way shift has exposed a "partnership gap" in the existing EU-led cooperation
model, surfacing most acutely in the domains of investment and trade and of political strategy. Grounded in ASEAN's
own distinctiveness and drawing on the most recent practices of EU-ASEAN interaction, this paper argues that the EU is
recalibrating its ASEAN policy through a re-adaptation to the "ASEAN Way": first, by reinforcing institutionalized
dialogue and open, shared cooperation while playing down its posture as a "donor"; second, by respecting ASEAN's
autonomy and neutrality and seeking the greatest common ground on sensitive issues such as the Indo-Pacific and the
South China Sea; and third, by embedding itself in ASEAN-led institutional processes through functional agendas such
as the Digital Economy Framework Agreement (DEFA) negotiations and the ASEAN Power Grid. The study concludes
that the EU's re-adaptation to the "ASEAN Way" is, in essence, a strategic socialization undertaken against the backdrop
of its relatively declining normative power, and that its depth and sustainability will hinge on whether the EU can
genuinely shift from "norm export" to "co-shaping among equals."

Keywords: European Union; ASEAN; Global South; the ASEAN Way; cooperation policy recalibration
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