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Summary

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) has achieved the reputation of a
constructive element of international order in Southeast Asia. Its presence allowed for a meas-
ure of accommodation and provided its members with collecting bargaining power. By some
accounts ASEAN is the developing world’'s most successful organization.

Many observers attribute the success of ASEAN to its unique approach to regional co-
operation, the “ASEAN Way”. The key characteristic of the “ASEAN Way” is its focus on ad-
herence to the members sovereign rights. Its elements include the principle of non-interference,
consensus-building, and many others.

But since the middle of 1997, enthusiasm for the “ASEAN Way” has waned. The eco-
nomic crisis, admission of Myanmar, postponement of Cambodia’s entry, and the haze from
Indonesian forest fire tarnished the image of “ASEAN Way”. Indeed, these challenges are new
to the extent that internal affairs of one member state had a serious impact on the other
members. In addition, in 1998 Thailand’s foreign minister, Surin Pitsuwan challenged
ASEAN’s norm of non-interference publicly and called on members to adopt the concept of

“flexible engagement”. The proposal, however, faced hostility among ASEAN members. Many
scholars have argued that aforementioned four challenges, especially the 1997 economic crisis,
disturbed the “ASEAN Way”.

However, such criticism is flawed, as little attention has been given to the ASEAN
members’ dialogue regarding their traditional norms. Through discourse analysis of ASEAN
Ministerial Meetings and ASEAN Summits, this article demonstrates that ASEAN members
have referred only engagement with Myanmar as a challenge to the “ASEAN Way”. They did
not view the economic crisis as injuring ASEAN’s principles. While the grouping resisted calls
for reviewing their traditional norms in the political area, they compromised the rigid non-
interference policy in the economic area. The reasons are mainly associated with the history
of ASEAN. ASEAN’s primary objective was to reduce domestic threats to each government.
The important factor behind the evolution of ASEAN was a common sense of vulnerability to
the enemy within and the commitment of the members to the “ASEAN Way” should be un-
derstood in the context of the search for domestic order and regime stability as an objective
of regional agenda. Most of ASEAN leaders ascribed three decades of peace and stability in
Southeast Asia to the principles and viewed “flexible engagement” as potentially having a
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destabilizing effect on domestic order. In contrast, the ambitions of ASEAN states in the area

of economic cooperation were very modest and they have compromised the

since long before the economic crisis in 1997.
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