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01 Introduction & Overview
The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is a
regional intergovernmental organization comprising eleven
Southeast Asian states. It was established to promote political
stability, economic growth, and socio-cultural cooperation
among its members, and has since evolved into one of the
most consequential regional blocs in the world, often cited
alongside the European Union and SAARC in comparative
regionalism studies for the CSS and PMS examinations.

ASEAN's Secretariat is headquartered in Jakarta, Indonesia.
The bloc represents a combined population of over 690
million people and one of the largest combined economies in
the world, making it a critical actor in global trade, supply
chains, and Indo-Pacific geopolitics. ASEAN operates on the
principle of consensus and non-interference, widely known
as the "ASEAN Way," which distinguishes it from more legally
binding blocs such as the European Union.

WHY ASEAN MATTERS FOR CSS/PMS ASPIRANTS

ASEAN regularly appears in Pakistan Affairs, Current
Affairs, and International Relations papers — particularly
regarding regional organizations, Pakistan's 'Look East'
diplomacy, South China Sea geopolitics, and
comparative analysis with SAARC and the EU.

At a Glance
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Field Detail

Founded 8 August 1967, Bangkok, Thailand

Founding
Document

The Bangkok Declaration (ASEAN Declaration)

Founding
Members

Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore,
Thailand

Current Members 11 states (as of October 2025, with
Timor-Leste's accession)

Headquarters /
Secretariat

Jakarta, Indonesia

Motto "One Vision, One Identity, One Community"

Working
Language

English

Governing Legal
Document

ASEAN Charter (signed 2007, in force 2008)

Chairmanship
(rotates annually)

Philippines holds the 2026 Chairmanship
(theme: "Navigating Our Future, Together")
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02 History & Formation

Background
The mid-20th century Southeast Asia was marked by
decolonization, the Cold War rivalry between capitalist and
communist blocs, and regional conflicts such as the Vietnam
War and Konfrontasi (the Indonesia–Malaysia confrontation).
Regional leaders recognized that stability, economic
development, and collective diplomacy required a cooperative
regional platform rather than isolated bilateral engagement.
Earlier attempts at regional cooperation — the Association of
Southeast Asia (ASA, 1961) formed by Malaya, the
Philippines and Thailand, and MAPHILINDO (1963) — laid
the conceptual groundwork but ultimately failed due to
territorial and political disputes.

Formation — The Bangkok Declaration
ASEAN was formally established on 8 August 1967 in
Bangkok, Thailand, through the signing of the ASEAN
Declaration, popularly known as the Bangkok Declaration.
The five founding foreign ministers signed a short two-page
document articulating shared goals of economic growth,
social progress, cultural development, and regional peace
based on the rule of law.

The Founding Fathers
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Country Signatory (Foreign Minister)

Indonesia Adam Malik

Malaysia Tun Abdul Razak

Philippines Narciso Ramos

Singapore S. Rajaratnam

Thailand Thanat Khoman

Timeline of Expansion
◆  1967 — Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore and
Thailand found ASEAN.

◆  1984 — Brunei Darussalam joins (7 January), shortly
after independence.

◆  1995 — Vietnam joins (28 July), the first former
Indochinese state to enter.

◆  1997 — Laos and Myanmar join (23 July), completing the
shift to Southeast Asia-wide membership.

◆  1999 — Cambodia joins (30 April), completing the vision
of "One Southeast Asia."

◆  2025 — Timor-Leste becomes the 11th member (26
October), the newest and youngest country in the bloc.

ASEAN-10 to ASEAN-11
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For decades ASEAN was known as an association of ten
member states. With Timor-Leste's formal accession on
26 October 2025, ASEAN now comprises 11 member
states. Under the Charter's alphabetical rotation rule,
Timor-Leste is slated to assume the ASEAN
Chairmanship in 2029.
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03 Aims & Fundamental Principles

Objectives under the Bangkok Declaration (1967)
◆  Accelerate economic growth, social progress and cultural
development in the region.

◆  Promote regional peace and stability through respect for
justice, the rule of law, and adherence to the UN Charter.

◆  Promote active collaboration and mutual assistance on
matters of common interest — economic, social, cultural,
technical, scientific and administrative.

◆  Provide assistance to one another in the form of training
and research facilities.

◆  Collaborate for the better utilization of agriculture and
industry, expansion of trade, and improvement of
transportation and communications.

◆  Promote Southeast Asian studies.

◆  Maintain close, beneficial cooperation with existing
international and regional organizations.

The "ASEAN Way" — Core Operating Principles
ASEAN's distinct diplomatic culture, informally called the
ASEAN Way, is built on a set of unwritten norms that guide
how member states interact. It is frequently contrasted with
the EU's supranational, rules-based legal integration.



ASEAN  —  Association of Southeast Asian Nations Scholar Eye  |  Complete Reference Guide

scholareye.xyz CSS & PMS Exam Preparation Page 7

Principle Meaning

Non-interferenc
e

States do not interfere in each other's internal
affairs (e.g., domestic politics, human rights
issues).

Consensus-bas
ed decision
making

Major decisions require agreement (musyawarah)
of all members rather than majority voting.

Sovereign
equality

All member states, regardless of size, are treated
as equal sovereign partners.

Peaceful
settlement of
disputes

Renunciation of the threat or use of force; reliance
on dialogue and mechanisms like the TAC.

Informal, quiet
diplomacy

Preference for behind-the-scenes negotiation over
public confrontation.

EXAMINER'S ANGLE

A very common CSS/PMS question: "Critically examine
the ASEAN Way and its effectiveness in resolving
regional disputes." Use the Myanmar crisis and South
China Sea disputes (Section 13) as case studies for
critique.
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04 Member States
ASEAN today comprises eleven member states spanning
maritime and mainland Southeast Asia, with vast diversity in
political systems, religion, economic development, and
population size.

Country Capital Joined
ASEAN

Notes

Indonesia Jakarta 8 Aug
1967
(Founder)

Largest population &
economy in ASEAN; de
facto political leader

Malaysia Kuala
Lumpur

8 Aug
1967
(Founder)

Chaired ASEAN 2025
under theme 'Inclusivity
and Sustainability'

Philippines Manila 8 Aug
1967
(Founder)

Holds the 2026
Chairmanship; hosting
summit in Cebu

Singapore Singapore 8 Aug
1967
(Founder)

Smallest state by area;
leading financial & trade
hub

Thailand Bangkok 8 Aug
1967
(Founder)

Hosted the founding
Bangkok Declaration

Brunei
Darussalam

Bandar Seri
Begawan

7 Jan
1984

Oil/gas-rich sultanate; first
state to join after founding
five

Vietnam Hanoi 28 Jul
1995

First former Indochinese
state to join; fast-growing
manufacturing base
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Country Capital Joined
ASEAN

Notes

Laos (Lao
PDR)

Vientiane 23 Jul
1997

Landlocked; one-party
socialist republic

Myanmar Naypyidaw 23 Jul
1997

Under military rule since
Feb 2021 coup; excluded
from top-level summits

Cambodia Phnom
Penh

30 Apr
1999

Last of the 'original ten';
hosted ASEAN
Chairmanship in 2022

Timor-Leste Dili 26 Oct
2025

Newest (11th) member;
slated to chair ASEAN in
2029

Note: Papua New Guinea and Timor-Leste (prior to 2025)
held Observer Status; Papua New Guinea continues to hold
Observer Status only.
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05 Symbols & Identity

Symbol Description

ASEAN Flag Blue, red, white and yellow field with ten
(traditionally) stalks of padi (rice) bound together at
the centre, symbolising unity and the founding vision
of one Southeast Asia; the circle represents ASEAN
unity.

ASEAN
Emblem

A bundle of rice stalks encircled, in the four ASEAN
colours — blue (peace & stability), red (courage &
dynamism), white (purity) and yellow (prosperity).

Motto "One Vision, One Identity, One Community"

Anthem "The ASEAN Way" — adopted as the official anthem
in 2008.

ASEAN Day 8 August — commemorating the signing of the
Bangkok Declaration in 1967.

Official
Colours

Blue, Red, White, Yellow
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06 The ASEAN Charter (2007)
The ASEAN Charter is the constitutional and legal foundation
of ASEAN. It was signed by all member states on 20
November 2007 at the 13th ASEAN Summit in Singapore,
and entered into force on 15 December 2008. The Charter
transformed ASEAN from a loose association into a legal,
rules-based intergovernmental organization with a defined
legal personality.

Key Provisions
◆  Confers legal personality on ASEAN as an international
organization.

◆  Establishes the goal of building an ASEAN Community
resting on three pillars (political-security, economic,
socio-cultural).

◆  Codifies the fundamental principles: sovereignty,
non-interference, renunciation of the use of force, and
consensus-based decision-making.

◆  Creates a formal institutional architecture, including the
Committee of Permanent Representatives (CPR) and the
position of Secretary-General with an enhanced mandate.

◆  Establishes an ASEAN human rights body — realised
subsequently as the ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission
on Human Rights (AICHR, 2009).

◆  Provides a dispute-settlement mechanism, although
enforcement remains largely non-binding in practice.
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CHARTER vs BANGKOK DECLARATION

The Bangkok Declaration (1967) was a political
statement of intent with no binding legal force. The
ASEAN Charter (2007/2008) is a legally binding
constitutive treaty — a key distinction frequently tested in
CSS International Relations papers.
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07 Organizational Structure
The ASEAN Charter establishes a multi-tiered institutional
structure that channels decision-making from the highest
political level down to sectoral technical bodies.

Organ Function

ASEAN Summit The supreme policy-making body, comprising
Heads of State/Government; meets twice yearly
to set the overall direction of ASEAN.

ASEAN
Coordinating
Council (ACC)

Comprises the Foreign Ministers; coordinates
implementation of Summit decisions and
prepares Summit meetings.

ASEAN
Community
Councils

Three councils — Political-Security, Economic,
and Socio-Cultural — each overseeing its
respective pillar.

ASEAN Sectoral
Ministerial Bodies

Specialised ministerial bodies covering areas
like trade, finance, defence, health, and the
environment.

Secretary-General
of ASEAN

Chief administrative officer, appointed for a
non-renewable five-year term; facilitates and
monitors implementation.

ASEAN
Secretariat

Permanent secretariat headquartered in Jakarta,
providing technical and administrative support.

Committee of
Permanent
Representatives
(CPR)

Ambassador-level representatives of each
member, based in Jakarta, supporting the
Community Councils.

ASEAN National
Secretariats

Coordinating bodies within each member state's
foreign ministry.
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Organ Function

AICHR The ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on
Human Rights, established 2009, promotes and
protects human rights in the region.

ASEAN
Foundation

Supports community-building and
people-to-people initiatives.

Chairmanship: Rotates annually among member states in
English alphabetical order (Article 31 of the Charter). The
Chair leads the Summit, the ACC, the three Community
Councils, relevant Sectoral Ministerial Bodies and the CPR for
that year.
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08 The Three Community Pillars
The vision of an ASEAN Community, formally launched on
31 December 2015, rests on three interlocking pillars
established to deepen integration beyond simple economic
cooperation.

A. ASEAN Political-Security Community (APSC)
◆  Aims to ensure member states live at peace with one
another and the world in a just, democratic and harmonious
environment.

◆  Promotes political development, conflict prevention, and
post-conflict peace-building.

◆  Key instruments: Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC),
Declaration on the South China Sea, Southeast Asia
Nuclear Weapon-Free Zone (SEANWFZ) Treaty.

B. ASEAN Economic Community (AEC)
◆  Envisions ASEAN as a single market and production
base with free flow of goods, services, investment, and
skilled labour, and freer flow of capital.

◆  Built on the ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA) and the
ASEAN Trade in Goods Agreement (ATIGA).

◆  Guided by the AEC Blueprint 2025, focusing on a highly
integrated economy, competitiveness, innovation, and
inclusiveness.

C. ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community (ASCC)
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◆  Seeks to build a people-oriented, people-centred,
inclusive and sustainable community.

◆  Covers human development, social welfare,
environmental sustainability, and building a shared regional
identity.

◆  Guided by the ASCC Blueprint, addressing disaster
management, education, health, labour, and environment.

MEMORY AID

Think APSC = Politics & Peace, AEC = Economy &
Enterprise, ASCC = People & Progress — a simple
triad useful for quick recall in exam essays.
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09 Economic Integration

ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA)
Established in 1992 through the Singapore Declaration and
the Common Effective Preferential Tariff (CEPT) scheme,
AFTA aimed to eliminate tariff and non-tariff barriers among
member states, boosting ASEAN's manufacturing
competitiveness and attracting foreign investment.

ASEAN Trade in Goods Agreement (ATIGA)
Signed in 2009, ATIGA consolidated earlier tariff-liberalisation
agreements into a single comprehensive framework
governing intra-ASEAN trade in goods, including rules of
origin and trade facilitation measures.

Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership
(RCEP)
Signed in November 2020 and effective from 1 January
2022, RCEP is the world's largest free trade agreement by
population and GDP, linking the ten ASEAN states with
Australia, China, Japan, New Zealand and South Korea (India
opted out during negotiations).

Other Key Economic Mechanisms
◆  ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) Blueprint 2025
— roadmap for deeper economic integration.

◆  ASEAN Comprehensive Investment Agreement
(ACIA) — liberalises and protects intra-ASEAN investment.
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◆  ASEAN Single Window — digital platform to expedite
customs clearance across member states.

◆  Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity (MPAC) —
infrastructure, institutional and people-to-people
connectivity.

SCALE OF THE ASEAN ECONOMY

With a combined population exceeding 690 million and a
combined GDP placing it among the world's top five
economic blocs, ASEAN is frequently described as a
rising centre of gravity in global trade and the Indo-Pacific
economic order.
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10
External Relations &
Mechanisms

Mechanism Description

ASEAN+3 Cooperation framework linking ASEAN with
China, Japan and South Korea, launched in the
wake of the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis.

East Asia
Summit (EAS)

Broader forum (from 2005) including ASEAN+3
plus Australia, India, New Zealand, Russia and
the United States, focused on strategic and
political dialogue.

ASEAN Regional
Forum (ARF)

Established 1994; the primary multilateral security
dialogue platform in the Asia-Pacific, with 27
participants including major powers.

Treaty of Amity
and Cooperation
(TAC)

Signed 1976; a key code of conduct for peaceful
inter-state relations, open for accession by
non-ASEAN states — over 40 countries have
acceded, including major powers such as the US,
China, and Russia.

Dialogue
Partners

Formal partners include Australia, Canada, China,
the EU, India, Japan, New Zealand, Russia, South
Korea, the United Kingdom, and the United
States.

Sectoral
Dialogue
Partners

Countries/entities with cooperation limited to
specific sectors — Pakistan holds this status (see
Section 14).

ASEAN
Centrality

The doctrine that ASEAN should remain the
primary driver of regional architecture and
diplomacy in the wider Indo-Pacific.
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11
Key Declarations & Treaties —
Timeline

Year Document / Event Significance

1967 Bangkok Declaration Founding document of ASEAN

1971 Zone of Peace, Freedom
and Neutrality (ZOPFAN)
Declaration

Sought to keep Southeast Asia
free of great-power rivalry

1976 Treaty of Amity and
Cooperation (TAC) &
Declaration of ASEAN
Concord I

Codified peaceful coexistence
principles; first ASEAN Summit
held (Bali)

1992 Singapore Declaration /
AFTA launched

Began region-wide tariff
liberalisation

1994 ASEAN Regional Forum
(ARF) established

Broadened security dialogue to
external powers

1995 Bangkok Treaty
(SEANWFZ)

Established Southeast Asia
Nuclear Weapon-Free Zone

1997 ASEAN Vision 2020 &
ASEAN+3 launched

Long-term vision; response to
Asian Financial Crisis

2002 Declaration on the
Conduct of Parties in the
South China Sea (DOC)

Confidence-building measure
amid territorial disputes

2003 Declaration of ASEAN
Concord II (Bali Concord
II)

Envisioned the three-pillar
ASEAN Community

2007 ASEAN Charter signed Gave ASEAN legal personality
(in force 2008)

2009 AICHR established Region's first human-rights body



ASEAN  —  Association of Southeast Asian Nations Scholar Eye  |  Complete Reference Guide

scholareye.xyz CSS & PMS Exam Preparation Page 21

Year Document / Event Significance

2015 ASEAN Community
formally launched

Realisation of the APSC, AEC
and ASCC pillars

2020 RCEP signed World's largest free trade
agreement

2025 Timor-Leste accedes as
11th member

Expansion of ASEAN to eleven
states
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12 Achievements
◆  Maintained relative peace among member states for
nearly six decades, preventing major inter-state wars within
the bloc since its founding.

◆  Built one of the world's largest free trade areas, boosting
intra-regional trade and attracting global investment.

◆  Established a rules-based Charter and legal identity,
elevating ASEAN's international standing.

◆  Anchored the wider regional security architecture through
the ARF, EAS and ASEAN+3, keeping major powers
engaged constructively.

◆  Coordinated effective disaster-response mechanisms
(AHA Centre) for humanitarian emergencies.

◆  Achieved a substantial rise in living standards and
economic growth across member states, particularly
Vietnam, Indonesia, and the Philippines.

◆  Successfully expanded membership to include all ten
original Southeast Asian states plus Timor-Leste, realising
the founders' vision of "One Southeast Asia."

◆  Sustained the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation as a
globally recognised code of conduct, acceded to by all major
world powers.



ASEAN  —  Association of Southeast Asian Nations Scholar Eye  |  Complete Reference Guide

scholareye.xyz CSS & PMS Exam Preparation Page 23

13 Challenges & Criticism

The Myanmar Crisis
Since the military coup of February 2021, Myanmar has been
excluded from participation by its political leaders at top-level
ASEAN summits. ASEAN's Five-Point Consensus (2021) has
seen limited implementation, exposing the limits of
consensus-based diplomacy and the non-interference
principle when a member state faces internal conflict.

South China Sea Disputes
Overlapping territorial claims among China and several
ASEAN members (Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia, and
Brunei) remain unresolved. Negotiations on a legally binding
Code of Conduct (COC) — building on the 2002 Declaration
of Conduct — have progressed slowly, and ASEAN has
struggled to present a fully unified position given differing
bilateral relationships with China.

Structural & Institutional Limitations
◆  Consensus requirement can produce slow or
watered-down responses to crises.

◆  Non-interference norm constrains collective action on
internal human-rights or governance issues.

◆  Significant economic development gaps between
wealthier members (Singapore, Brunei) and less-developed
ones (Laos, Myanmar, Cambodia).
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◆  Overlapping and sometimes competing regional
architectures (EAS, RCEP, Indo-Pacific strategies) can
dilute "ASEAN Centrality."

◆  Rising great-power rivalry between the US and China
creates pressure on ASEAN unity, as individual members
hedge differently.

ANALYTICAL ANGLE FOR ESSAYS

Balance the achievements (peace, trade integration,
institution-building) against structural weaknesses
(non-binding norms, consensus paralysis) to construct a
nuanced argument — examiners favour answers that
avoid one-sided praise or criticism.
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14 ASEAN–Pakistan Relations
Pakistan has engaged ASEAN as a Sectoral Dialogue
Partner since 1993, a status short of full Dialogue
Partnership, focused on cooperation in specific sectors such
as trade, counter-terrorism, agriculture, and people-to-people
exchange.

◆  Pakistan has repeatedly sought upgrading to full
Dialogue Partner status, citing its geostrategic location and
connectivity potential (e.g., via CPEC and Gwadar Port).

◆  Bilateral trade and economic ties with individual ASEAN
states — notably Malaysia, Indonesia, and Thailand — form
the practical backbone of the relationship.

◆  Pakistan participates in the ASEAN Regional Forum
(ARF) as a member, engaging on regional security issues.

◆  Pakistan has acceded to the Treaty of Amity and
Cooperation (TAC), formally committing to ASEAN's
principles of peaceful coexistence.

◆  Analysts frequently cite Pakistan's underdeveloped "Look
East" policy as an area needing renewed diplomatic and
economic investment, given ASEAN's economic weight.

EXAM TIP
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Compare Pakistan's Sectoral Dialogue Partner status
with India's full Dialogue Partner status as a common
comparative question in Pakistan Affairs and Current
Affairs papers.
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15
Quick Revision — Facts for
CSS/PMS

Question Answer

When was ASEAN
founded?

8 August 1967, Bangkok, Thailand

Founding document? Bangkok Declaration (ASEAN
Declaration)

Founding members? Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines,
Singapore, Thailand

Total members today? 11 (as of Timor-Leste's accession, 26
Oct 2025)

Newest member? Timor-Leste (2025)

HQ / Secretariat
location?

Jakarta, Indonesia

Motto? One Vision, One Identity, One
Community

Anthem? "The ASEAN Way"

ASEAN Day? 8 August

Governing legal
document?

ASEAN Charter (signed 2007, in force
2008)

Three pillars? APSC, AEC, ASCC

ASEAN Community
launched?

31 December 2015

Free trade area
established?

AFTA, 1992

Largest FTA linked to
ASEAN?

RCEP (effective 1 January 2022)
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Question Answer

Security dialogue
forum?

ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), est.
1994

Key peace treaty? Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC),
1976

Pakistan's status with
ASEAN?

Sectoral Dialogue Partner (since 1993)

2026 Chair? Philippines ("Navigating Our Future,
Together")

This reference guide was compiled by Scholar Eye (scholareye.xyz)
for CSS & PMS aspirants. Facts current as of 2026; verify

chairmanship and membership details for exam-day accuracy as
ASEAN developments evolve.


