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STUDYING REGIONALISM(S): 
COMPARITIVISM AND EUROCENTRICISM  

 
 

Constructing a region is not an easy task. Consider a potential region containing states 

with vastly different levels of development; with different versions of domestic 

capitalism, different domestic political structures, different religions and belief 

systems. A potential region that has suffered from the expansionary military activities 

of one of its members and where memories of the war are still strong in the minds of 

many, with concerns about how to prevent the emergence of regional hegemons. A 

region where nations are divided with rival political regimes in an uneasy peace 

where the threat of conflict cannot be discounted. A region that is largely dependent 

on the presence of an external power, the US, for the maintenance of security and 

largely dependent on that same external power for its economic fortunes. A region 

where there is little or no identification with belonging to that region amongst the 

general population. 

 
While we might use this description to think of East Asia today, it can also be applied 

to the situation in Europe at the end of the Second World War. In the European case, 

the extent of the challenges did not prevent the emergence of a regional order – a 

regional order that continues to evolve today, both in terms of membership and 

function. As such, and on the most simple of levels, students of contemporary East 

Asian regionalism know that the current obstacles to regional formation can be 

overcome – but this does not mean that they necessarily will be overcome. Crucially, 

nor does it does not mean that if these obstacles are overcome, then regional 

organisation in East Asia will necessarily resemble the European Union or that East 



 2 

Asian regionalisation will emulate the European experience; it does not mean that that 

Europe’s present will be Asia’s future1.  

 

William Wallace has gone further than most in dismissing the European project as a 

basis for comparative analysis2. He argues that the key to understanding European 

regional integration is a knowledge of the specific cultural and historical context. As 

the specific cultural and historical contexts of other regional projects are going to be 

different, then how can Europe provide a model for regional processes in other parts 

of the world? While I have some sympathy with Wallace’s approach, it perhaps goes 

too far. As noted above, there are similarities between the Asian and European 

contexts, and while there is always the danger of concept stretching, at the very least 

the European experience in region building has provided a host of examples – both 

negative and positive – for architects of regional projects elsewhere to learn from. It 

has also contributed much to the construction of theories of integration that can be and 

are deployed to study regional processes and projects elsewhere3. But in some 

respects, the existence of the European Union has been an obstacle to the emergence 

of a comparative literature on regionalism(s).  

 

THE DANGER OF EUROCENTRICISM  

Here I suggest that there are three – or perhaps three and a half - interrelated problems. 

The half problem is the question of temporal comparisons. There is little point in 

comparing regionalism in East Asia (or anywhere else) today with regionalism in 

Europe today as it is a comparison of two unlikes. Rather, the comparison should be 

made between East Asia today and Europe at a similar stage of the evolution of 

regionalism (though identifying when the similar stage was in Europe is an inherently 
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difficult task). Comparing unlikes is a problem – but as this kind of comparison is not 

particularly common, it ranks as only half of a problem in this analysis. 

 

The first more major point is that although the European experience is just one 

experience of region building; it is often elevated in importance above other 

experiences in the study of comparative regionalisms4. This does not always take 

place in an overt manner. For example, it is common to come across descriptions of 

loose and/or informal integration of ASEAN, Mercosur, SADC and elsewhere. At the 

risk of massively oversimplifying the nature of European integration5, if you compare 

Europe with any of the above examples, then the distinction between the formalised 

European structure and loose and informal structures elsewhere is indeed striking. But 

if you undertook a comparison of all of the above with Europe in a single study, then 

you might conclude that it is Europe that is the exception from the dominant norm – 

yet the question of why Europe has such formalised structures is asked much more 

rarely than why ASEAN et al are characterised by loose informal integration. Europe 

becomes the benchmark against which all other regional projects are judged. 

 

Second, in some of the literature at least, Europe is not so much considered as a case, 

but as the archetypal case that creates the norm and an expectation that other cases 

will emulate. Bela Ballasa’s highly influential work on economic integration6 is also 

relevant here. Ballasa established a model of integration that predicted a linear 

progression in formal cooperation between states from a free trade area to a customs 

union to a common market and finally to full economic union. The fact that Ballasa’s 

model has more or less correlated with the transformation of the EEC to the EU has 
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given force to his predictions – but whether it is an ineluctable process that defines all 

process of regional integration is en entirely different question.  

 

 

Third, the European experience has had a much greater impact on theory building 

than other regional projects. It is not surprising that “integration theory” has drawn 

much and indeed most from the long running and successful (in its own terms) 

experience of integration in Europe. Nevertheless, the experiences of other regional 

projects have at times been all but ignored in theory building. For example, 

Rosamond notes that: 

 neofunctionalism can be read at one level as a theory provoked entirely by the 

integrative activity among the original six member-states7  

 

For Gamble and Payne8, the European example had resulted in a conception of 

integration that placed too great an emphasis on institutionalised arrangements and 

intergovernmental processes of region building. They argued outside Europe, regional 

integration was largely occurring through the commercial activities of non-state actors, 

and often without the need for the creation of formal regional organisations. What was 

needed was a new look at regionalism built on a wider set of case studies to generate 

new theoretical understandings. 

 

TOWARDS A “N EW REGIONALISM ”  APPROACH 

As such, the inability of existing integration theories to adequately explain process of 

regional integration outside Europe led to the emergence of a strand of literature in the 
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mid-1990s. This literature is often grouped together under the broad heading of “New 

Regionalism” – though not all authors explicitly use term to classify their work9.  

The term “New Regionalism” had first been used in the urban studies literature to 

refer to sub-national regional processes10. As far as I am aware (and of course, putting 

it on paper is a guarantee that I will be wrong), the first person to explicitly use the 

term in the international relations literature was Andrew Hurrell11, although the wide 

use of the term owes much to the publications emerging from the UNU WIDER 

project on new regionalism12  

 

Some of this literature explicitly focuses on comparisons of non-EU regional projects 

and regionalism in non-core areas of the global political economy13. But although 

Warleigh has argued that to Europeanists have shied away from deploying new 

regionalism perspectives to re-analyse Europe14, the overarching intention is not to 

ignore the European experience, but rather to enrich integration theory through 

comparative analyses of more recent processes of integration occurring in Southern 

Africa, North America, Latin America and East Asia/Asia Pacific. Whilst some of the 

resulting theories and approaches have much on common with earlier theories and 

approaches, if for no other reason the “new regionalism” was new because most of the 

case studies it drew from were “new” experiments in region building. 

 

Characteristics of the New Regionalism 

Given the now relatively large literature on new regionalism, it is difficult to pull out 

a single understanding of what the approach actually stands for – or indeed, if it can 

be considered to represent a clear single coherent approach at all15. One of the key 

difficulties in trying to generalise is because there is no attempt to find a once and for 
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all explanation or theory. In this respect, it is not a theory but a framework – a 

framework which not only allows for diversity, but indeed emphasises the fact that 

there is no single answer; no single set of relationships; no single simple 

understanding. As Katzenstein argues: 

“Because they often mediate between national and global effects, regional 

effects, as in the story of Goldilocks, are neither too hot, nor too cold, but just 

right”16 

This understanding draws the researcher into considering, particularly through 

comparative approaches, how different sets of relationships emerge with different 

balances of power between actors in different and specific historical, geographical, 

social and political contexts. So although it is possible to attempt to draw out the main 

characteristics of the new regionalism approach, caveats about over-simplifying the 

debate and different interpretations within this broadly defined approach obviously 

apply. 

 

Ism and Isation – Form and Process 

The distinction between regionalism and regionalisation is now broadly accepted in 

the literature. Regionalism is largely considered to refer to formalised regions with 

formally agreed membership and boundaries that emerge as a result of 

intergovernmental dialogues and treaties. While such formal regions will necessarily 

encompass some form of institutionalisation, there is no conception that a specific 

form/type/amount of institutionalisation is required to qualify as a “proper” region. 

Rather, the interest is in what factors explain the wide variation in the institutional 

level of regions17.  
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While regionalism refers to the form, regionalisation refers to the processes by which 

societies and economies become integrated – particularly but not only in the economic 

sphere. Perhaps the best definition comes from Vayrynen, who argues that: 

“The process of regionalization fills the region with substance such as 

economic interdependence, institutional ties, political trust, and cultural 

belonging”18 

Such regionalisation and economic integration in particular can occur without the 

creation of formal political regionalism. They are “regions without prescribed or 

proscribed borders” 19 based on “transnational flows and networks”20 rather than 

cartography and political borders21. Here the example of economic integration in East 

Asia is particularly important, as regionalisation has not only taken place without 

regionalism, with “Virtually no commercial agreements …. among East Asian 

countries prior to the mid-1990s”22, and has been relatively unhindered by the 

political rivalries across the Taiwan Straits.  

 

Clearly, regionalism and regionalisation are not necessarily mutually exclusive. 

Indeed, “old regionalism” (if we can call it that) scholars saw the emergence of 

regionalism as a response to regionalisation. Neofunctionalists and neoliberal 

institutionalists share a conviction that as economic regionalisation occurs, states 

often move towards co-operation to find regional solutions to common problems. In 

other cases, there is the suggestion that regionalism creates regionalisation through 

the reduction of transaction costs in economic activity between member states23, and 

the creation of a form of regional identity. 
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However, not all regional projects have created regionalisation, and to a large extent, 

the success of a regional organisation depends on the extent to which regionalism is 

accompanied by regionalisation. For example, Manoli24 has shown that although the 

Parliamentary Association of Black Sea Economic Cooperation (PABSEC)25 has 

formally recognised boundaries, an institutionalised structure, and a permanent 

secretariat, the economies of member states are no more integrated than before the 

creation of PABSEC in 1993. The formal region is mapped on top of different 

processes of economic regionalisation that pull member states’ economies more 

towards extra-regional economies (particularly the EU) than to each other. Bull notes 

a similar lack of real integration in Central America: 

“Central American formal integration has not been followed by a more 

spontaneous regionalisation, understood as `the growth of societal integration 

within a region and to the often undirected process of social and economic 

interaction’ .In consequence, as the official integration process stalled, the 

regional project in Central America lost its dynamism”26 

Thus, a key question for students of new  regionalism is why regionalisation leads to 

regionalism or vice versa in some cases and not in others (with no assumption of 

convergence towards a single form) – explaining difference rather than predicting 

convergence remains at the heart of much of this work. 

 

Actors 

The distinction between regionalism and regionalisation draws attention to whose 

interests are served by regional projects, and who are the main actors. It is obvious 

that intergovernmental agreements are signed by governments. When it comes to 

regionalisation, the focus of attention moves to the role of non-state actors, and 
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particular the investment and trade decisions of non-state economic actors. Economic 

integration, and possibly the formal regional projects that flow from such integration, 

are seen as largely driven by the market, rather than by states.  

 

It is perhaps worth noting here that this does not entail a Kenich Ohmaesque 

hyperglobalisation perspective. In “The End of the Nation State” Ohmae argued that 

governments were now irrelevant in shaping economic activity, and that markets 

would emerge that span national borders – region states – through natural economic 

activity. New regionalism scholars reject such an elimination of the state as 

unimportant. States play an essential role in creating the environment in which non-

state actors can pursue their interests. For example, taxes are not lowered (or removed) 

on their own and money can only be freely exchanged across national political 

borders if governments allow it (well, legally at least). Neither do ports, roads and 

railways build themselves. Although specifically commenting on globalisation rather 

than regionalisation, the findings of a German Budestag report are germane here. The 

report concluded that the hard infrastructure that is so necessary for the physical 

transportation of goods is usually funded by governments rather than by the private 

sector and that: 

 “The growing worldwide integration of economies came not by any law of 

nature – it has been the result of active and deliberate policies”.27 

 

National and local governments across the world have implemented numerous policy 

initiatives to facilitate increased transnational economic relationships – to open their 

national economic space and to encourage regionalisation. Indeed, Helen Milner has 

correctly pointed to the importance of domestic politics in explaining the development 
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(or not) of regionalism28. Solingen similarly emphasises the importance of domestic 

coalitions’ regional preferences, arguing that the structure of the regional order will 

reflect either liberal-internationalist, statist-internationalist, or mixed forms of 

governance depending on the balance between economic cooperation and political 

accommodation on one hand, and economic cooperation and conflict on the other29.  

For Gamble and Payne, the new regionalism should be understood as a state strategy 

to simultaneously respond to national political pressures and the internationalised 

structure of the global political economy (and in particular, internationally mobile 

finance capital). Nevertheless, it is non-state economic actors that decide whether to 

respond or not, and where they are going to invest. As Walter Mattli argues, allowing 

non-state actors to get on with economic activity is essential if economic 

regionalisation is going to occur (either as a precursor to, or result of regionalism).  

 

The state then (at both national and local levels) acts as a facilitator of regional 

economic integration, but non-state actors determine the extent to which that 

regionalisation actually occurs. As Hurrell puts it: 

 “... seldom unaffected by state policies, the most important driving forces for 

economic regionalization come from markets, from private trade and 

investment flows, and from the policies and decisions of companies” 

 

Although somewhat critical of the emphasis on economic actors at the expense of 

other non-state actors, Shaw argues that such a concern with different types of actors 

is one of the key characteristics of the new regionalism approach. Rather than just 

focussing on state actors and intergovernmentalism – his charge against traditional 

studies of regional integration, rather we should concentrate on: 
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“a trio of heterogeneous actors: not just states (& interstate global & regional 

institutions) but also economic structures (eg multinational corporations 

(MNCs) & informal sectors) and civil societies from international non-

governmental organisations (INGOs) to grass-roots movements. To be sure the 

balance among this trio varies between regions & issue-areas & over time but 

none of them can be excluded or overlooked in any ongoing relationship in 

either Africa or elsewhere” 

 

Regionalisation, Globalisation and Capitalism 

In his critique of mainstream European integration theories, Peter Cocks took issue 

what he perceived to be the ahistorical basis of most studies. Starting from a Marxist 

perspective, Cocks argued that in many ways the distinction between state building 

and regional building was artificial as both were essentially concerned with allowing 

capitalism to flourish, and legitimating the hegemony of the capitalist mode of 

production: 

 “I conceive successful political integration in Europe since the sixteenth 

century as a method of state-building at the national and international level. It 

has performed two critical state functions: provision of the political 

infrastructure for the expansion of productive forces in protocapitalist and 

capitalist societies; and an appropriate means for legitimating the power 

necessary to maintain the social relations integral to these societies”30 

As the above discussion on actors perhaps indicates, many of the new regionalism 

scholars share Cocks’ interest in the relationship between regional formation and 

capitalism. Whilst not necessarily sharing Cocks’ Marxist ontology, the work of 



 12 

Marxian (and particularly Gramscian) scholars have been highly influential – not least 

amongst them, Robert Cox and his conceptions of world order. 

 

Hurrell began his influential 1995 paper by citing Salvatore31 and Friedberg32, who 

had both argued that protectionism built on regional trade blocs were the future of the 

world rather than globalisation. As will be discussed in more detail below, financial 

crises in Asia and Latin America in the late 1990s have resulted in considerations of 

the way in which regional cooperation/agreements can act as a bulwark against the 

worst excesses of unregulated global capitalism. But in general, rather than perceiving 

of globalisation and regionalism as contended forces, most scholars instead perceive 

them to be symbiotic in nature33.  

 

On one level, regionalisation and globalisation are seen as largely driven by the same 

processes34 defined by Oman as “the ongoing development …. of post-Taylorist 

“flexible” approaches to the organization of production within and between firms’35 

that have facilitated the ongoing de-territorialisation of production. In this respect, 

regionalisation can be perceived on one level as the localised manifestation of wider 

global processes. As Smart argues:  

“capitalist practices are embedded in local structures, and that certain contexts 

can generate new and vibrant variations upon the theme of capitalism. If 

nothing else, globalization produces a considerably diverse set of local 

outcomes”36 

 
On another level, domestic policies relating to both regionalism and regionalisation 

are often shaped by globalisation – and in particular, the desire to participate in the 

global capitalist economy. For Bowles, the hegemony of neoliberalism provides the 



 13 

key to understanding the growth of regional projects and processes, and in particular, 

the enthusiasm of developing states elites for such projects: 

 “By 1991 the purpose of forming a regional trading bloc was no longer 

premised on the need to be more independent of the global economy but rather 

seen as a measure to ensure continued participation in it. The fear of 

developing countries was no longer one of dependence on the global economy 

but rather was seen as a measure to ensure continued participation in it.”37 

In terms of regionalism, this is manifest in the desire of many less developed states to 

join regional organisations that guarantee access to large markets, even if the prid pro 

quo for gaining membership is introducing domestic economic liberalisation. On one 

level, this is evident in accepting the criteria required to join “closed” regional 

projects such as the EU and NAFTA. On another, it is evident in those avowedly 

“open” regional projects designed to promote neoliberalism and accelerate 

liberalisation where any liberalisation measures apply to all other economies, not just 

members – for example, APEC: 

 “The ‘new regionalism’ eschewed previously protectionist models in favour of 

‘open regionalism’, that is, the pursuit of trade deals that were compatible with 

multilateralism and that did not formally discriminate against third parties…. 

It is distinguished from the ‘old’ regionalism (based on protectionism, sealed 

internal markets or security communities) by an openness to global capitalism 

and by the porosity of the emergent regionalist formations to global norms38. 

In short, regionalism is seen as: 

“a tool in the process of the internationalisation of the state, in which national 

political practices are adjusted to the exigencies of the global economy and the 

main source of state legitimacy becomes external actors and institutions”39. 
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“North-South” Regions 

The changing policy preference of elites in many developmental states has resulted in 

another key characteristic of new regionalism. The desire to gain access to lucrative 

markets in and investment from more developed states has resulted in what Hurrell 

considered to be one of the defining features of the new regionalism in practice – 

regionalism that cuts across the North-South divide40. Through the extension of the 

European Community to include the “Southern” (or at least, relatively less developed) 

states of Spain, Portugal and Greece in the 1980s (not to mention the more recent 

expansion of the EU), the inclusion of Mexico in the NAFTA, and the evolution of 

East Asian regionalisation have all created regional projects that tie (to varying 

degrees) economic peripheries to regional cores. For the less developed economies in 

the region, this can create an asymmetric dependence on their more developed 

neighbours – but a dependence that is not only tolerated, but actively promoted by 

state elites as the best way of generating economic growth. 

 

The Post-Washington Consensus Consensus 

The above analysis points to regions as a conduit for the expansion of neoliberal 

economic policies built on a conception of the hegemony of neoliberalism both in 

terms of policy and ideology41. Whilst this understanding still holds true today, a new 

tone entered the emerging literature on new regionalisms in the late 1990s. The 

financial crises that hit, to greater or lesser extents, East Asia, Russia and Latin 

America led many policy makers as well as academics to question the legitimacy, 

validity and efficacy of the post-Washington consensus.  
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The rethink did not entail a rejection of the neoliberal discourse – far from it. But: 

“the financial crises propelled a renewed emphasis on the agency of state and 

non-state actors in directing, managing, perhaps mitigating the impact of the 

specific types of global economic activity that dominated the 1990s. In short, 

there appears to be underway a rethinking of development models and policy 

principles, as well as the institutional configurations associated with them”42 

The idea that globalisation was not only inevitable but beneficial for development 

came into question. Furthermore, the efficacy of the policy descriptions from the 

international financial institutions to deal with the crises also came into question. The 

idea that the crises could be overcome by more liberalisation – if you like, more 

globalisation – was resisted by those who thought that too much or too fast 

liberalisation had been a key cause of the crises in the first place.  

 

Furthermore, the solutions promoted by the IFIs were considered by some to be 

politically loaded. As Western developed states both dominated the decision making 

processes of the IFIs and largely shaped their ideological preferences, post-crises 

prescriptions were sometimes perceived as a means of enforcing “proper” Anglo-

American capitalism on states that had developed different forms of capitalism aimed 

at protecting domestic interests in one way or another43. Despite the fact that neither 

ASEAN not APEC was able or prepared to offer regional solutions independent of 

those prescriptions offered by the IFIs, there nevertheless emerged in many parts of 

the world a desire to create regional alternatives to dependence on the Westerncentric 

IFIs. 
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The idea of region as both a conduit for liberalisation and a mode of resisting 

liberalisation might appear to be contradictory. But what is being resisted is unfettered 

liberalisation (or globalisation), not the neoliberal project per se. As such, regions can 

be perceived as a mediating layer of governance between national and global 

economies44 - what Helen Wallace refers to as a “filter for globalisation”45 

 

Regionalism and Multi-level Governance 

Despite the fact that the European project has been characterised by the evolution of a 

single European Union, Helen Wallace argues that within the EU, there are different 

locations of governance and multiple layers and levels of integration46. On one level, 

individual member states remained crucial levels of governance, and had obstinately 

refused to wither away as some early theorists of integration theory had prediction. 

More importantly for this study, different levels and layers of integration between 

member states exists under the overarching umbrella of the European Union. For 

example, even before the expansion of the EU from 15 to 25 in may 2004, not all 

member states had joined the Schengen zone, and not all member states had adopted 

the single currency. Moreover, the EU is not the only regional project in Europe. 

When it comes to security, you cannot simply map the European members of NATO 

on top of a map of EU member states and expect the two to coincide.  

 

This understanding of multiple levels of regional governance provides yet another 

characteristic of the new regionalism literature. Here the “new” approaches have 

something on common with understandings of regional integration that predate the 

“old” analyses of European integration. In proposing a solution to the problems of the 

Tennessee Valley in the Great Depression, Mitrany argued that form should follow 
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function. For example, if the problem was electricity generation, then an authority 

should be established that only dealt with issues relating to electricity generation. If 

another problem was poverty alleviation amongst farmers, then a separate 

organisation should be established with jurisdiction over only germane issues. Each 

organisation should be functionally discrete with the membership and organisation of 

each differing and shaped by the specific function at hand.  

 

Mitrany’s approach was challenged on two grounds. First, how is it possible to 

separate out functionally discrete issues? How can you deal with poverty alleviation 

without considering land usage, environmental issues, fiscal regimes, and other issues 

– including in this case electricity generation? Rather than creating functionally 

discrete organisations, what is really needed is holistic organisations that can 

coordinate affairs over a wide range of interconnected issues. Second, and very much 

related, even if functionally discrete organisations were established based on technical 

expertise in the first instance, their authority would inevitably spillover into other 

forms of authority and governance – just as the technological expertise in the 

functionally discrete European Coal and Steel Community eventually spilt over into 

the establishment of the European Union.  

 

As already noted, new regionalism scholars reject the necessary and inevitable 

spillover into an EU style form of regional governance in all cases. Rather, and 

building on Coxian approaches to World Order47, the real world of new regionalisms 

is characterised by multiple forms, layers and levels of integration. This is partly a 

result of different functional arrangements. Most obviously, the security region might 

differ widely from the broadly defined economic region. But so too might the region 
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of production differ from the financial region generating different types of region with 

different memberships and different levels of institutionalisation.  

 

But it is also a result of different levels of “region” – both writ small and writ large. 

At the lower level, much of the real integration that is taking place between 

economies is not between the economies of two or more nation states48. Rather, it 

often occurs between sub-national entities across national boundaries. Thus, for 

example, Tijuana becomes integrated with San Diego across the Mexico-USA border 

to a much greater extent than the Mexican and US economies become integrated as a 

whole. Indeed, in the case of integration between parts of southern China and Hong 

Kong, it can be argued that parts of China are now more integrated with external 

economies than they are with the rest of the domestic Chinese economy. Whilst much 

of this microregional integration occurs without the creation of formal regional 

mechanisms (microregionalisation) there are many cases of formal microregionalism 

– for example, Southern African development corridors and the ASEAN “growth 

triangles”.  

 

At the higher level, the coexistence of different forms of region at different levels has 

resulted in overlapping regional membership. For example, if we conceive of APEC 

as a regional organisation (and I’m not sure that we should), then its wide geographic 

reach means that its member states are all simultaneously members of smaller more 

discrete regional organisations. Even if we discount APEC, then we can see that the 

concept of multiple regional memberships still holds true. For example, Malaysia is 

involved in ASEAN growth triangles, in ASEAN itself, in the fast track for the 

ASEAN Free Trade Area liberalisation (as opposed to the slower track for the new 
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members), the ASEAN regional forum, ASEAN Plus Three, the ASEAN China Free 

Trade Agreement, the East Asia Economic Caucus, ASEM, APEC, the Asian 

Development Bank, the Colombo Plan and probably others that I have forgotten 

here49.  

 

Regional Identity 

The majority of new regional studies are undertaken by scholars who work in the 

broadly defined field of international political economy. It is perhaps not surprising 

then that the majority of the work produced by these scholars is primarily concerned 

with economic dimensions of regionalism and regionalisation. However, despite the 

emphasis on economics, there is also a related focus on the importance of identity that 

draws from the work of social constructivists and the importance of imagined or 

cognitive regions  

 

There is a general agreement that the cohesion of a region in large part depends on a 

shared sense of regional identity – a shared belied that the members of a region have 

something in common that binds them together and marks them out as in some way 

different from non-members. Building on Adler’s work (and his collaborations with 

Barnett)50, the sources of regional identity are most often defined in cultural terms. 

Cultural affinity can emerge from  shared histories, languages, religions and so on. 

But it is often constructed in opposition to an “other” – be that a shared common 

security threat and the construction of imagined security communities, or a shared 

rejection of dominant values and norms. For example, for all that divides East Asian 

states, a shared rejection and in some places suspicion of dominant Western values 
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and norms can provide a basis for agreeing on what is to be rejected. If Asian Values 

is a basis for a cognitive region, it is not built on “what we are”, but “what we are not”.  

 

New Regionalism and the cognitive come together when the shared common 

challenge is economic. This might also entail values – a rejection of the free market 

liberal form of capitalism championed by western states both bilaterally and through 

the IFIs. Or it might entail a recognition that the national economy is not and cannot 

be isolated from what happens in other regional economies – as was the case in the 

Asian Financial crisis. 

 

What is not clear is when identity is important. Is a shared identity a necessary 

precursor for the creation of a region, or is it something that consolidates and holds 

the region together once it has been formed. Moreover, does a shared identity create 

the region, or does the region create identity? Nor is it clear who identity is important 

for. Does it matter that normal individual citizens do not have a sense of regional 

identity if finance ministers do and coordinate national economic policies accordingly, 

or investment managers do and develop their corporate strategies according? If not, 

then a subsidiary question is whose region is it? 

 

New Regionalism and Security 

In some respects, interest in new regionalism emerged from security debates. On one 

level, the end of the Cold War is the starting point for many scholars. For some 

scholars, the question was whether regional orders might fill the void and balance the 

power of the United States in a unipolar world after the collapse of the Soviet Union51. 

More generally, the shift from a bipolar geostrategic environment to a unipolar 
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geoeconomic environment provided the context for the promotion of neoliberal 

globalisation (which has largely generated the renewed interest in regionalism). It also 

removed the superpowers from parts of the world (or superpower as the Soviet 

Union’s removal is more evident that the United State’s) allowing regional projects to 

re-emerge in Africa, the Middle East, and Southeast Asia unhindered by superpower 

interference52. On another level, the economic focus of new regional studies was in 

some ways a response to a perceived dominance of security discourses on regionalism 

within the international relations community53.  

 

Having said that, perhaps the biggest and the most valid criticism of the new 

regionalism approach is its relative lack of attention to the security realm. As noted 

above, there is a relatively large literature in the related constructivist field 

considering the importance of identity and security54. And the fourth volume in the 

UN/Wider project on new regionalism does contain contributions that fall firmly in 

the security field55. But as is befitting the “new” regionalism approach, often inspired 

by “new” political economy, “new” security issues and human security typically come 

to the fore in the literature56. In this respect, security is often closely related to 

developmental concerns when security is raised as an issue in new regionalism 

discourses.  

 

CHINA AND (NEW) REGIONALISM (S) 

Multiple Forms of Regional Integration 

The most obvious implication of applying new regional approaches to China and East 

Asian regionalism is that Europe does not have to be the only benchmark and model 

for what might be Asia’s future. Asking if Asia might develop a regional organisation 
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akin to the EU is an interesting question – but not the only question. And if the answer 

is “no”, then this does not mean that Asia has no regional future.  

 

What the European case does show is that the political/economic region and the 

security region do not coincide - or at least, do not yet coincide despite many years of 

formal integration in the EU. And whilst the new regionalisms literature largely 

leaves security studies to others, the disjuncture between security regions and other 

regional forms in East Asia is marked and, I suggest, likely to persist. It is particularly 

notable that of China’s partners in the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation57, only 

Russia is usually discussed in analyses of East Asian regionalism – and even then 

only rarely and usually to explain why it isn’t being considered. Whilst this suggests a 

concrete example of the disjuncture between security and other regions, it also leads 

us towards a number of other issues. 

 

As China increasingly defines security in terms other than just guns bombs and bullets, 

conceptions of what might form a security region will change. The issue of economic 

security will be dealt with in detail later in this paper, and the focus will be on 

relations with other East Asian economies.  And indeed, the majority of studies of 

China and regionalism focus on relationships with East Asian neighbours (for good 

reasons). But China’s regional future does not just have to be with the rest of Asia. 

For example, in addition to more traditional security concerns, the search for energy 

security concerns might also lead China towards regional cooperation with Central 

Asian neighbours.  
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Russia is not only China’s regional partner in the SCO, but also in the Tumen River 

Delta Project. Although little concrete regional integration has actually taken place in 

the TRDP for a number of reasons58, the project does remind us of two important 

points. First, China’s neighbours are not all Asian neighbours, and at least one of 

China’s regional futures might be in a partnership with non-Asian states/economies. 

Second, it is not a matter of regional cooperation with East Asia or Central Asia. 

Individual states can be and are members of multiple sometimes overlapping regional 

organisations, and there is no reason why China will not develop deeper regional 

cooperation with both her Central and East Asian neighbours in the future, based on 

the different functional objectives of each region.  

 

These multiple regions can also exist at different levels. By this, I refer back to the 

concept of microregionalism and the argument that regions do not have to encompass 

entire national entities working together. Though the TRDP has been largely 

unsuccessful in its own terms, it draws attention to the importance of different 

processes of microregional integration that tie (or attempt to tie) parts of China to 

other economies (or parts of national economies). So it is not just a question of 

considering multiple forms of region, but multiple forms at different levels and the 

way that they interact with each other.  

 

Furthermore, as I have discussed in more detail elsewhere, we need to think about 

how different forms of microregional integration interact with those parts of the 

national economy that are not participating in microregional processes59. When we 

think of regionalism and regionalisation, we inevitably think about integration. But if 

only parts of a national economy are becoming integrated into wider transnational 
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networks of economic activity with weak linkages back to other parts of the domestic 

economy, then one of the consequences of regional economic integration might be 

national economic fragmentation.  

 

 
China and East Asian Regionalism(s) 

Having said this, the main focus of studies of China’s regional future focuses on 

relations with the ASEAN states, Japan and South Korea (with the tricky issue of 

Taiwan often simply ignored). As with the wider discussions of new regionalisms, the 

end of the Cold War marked a key turning point in analyses of East Asian 

regionalisms. For example, the transition from the geo-strategic context of cold war 

politics that spawned the creation of ASEAN to a geo-economic context means that 

ASEAN has in many ways outlived its use – or its original use at least. With the 

incorporation of former enemies into ASEAN and a move towards economic 

cooperation with China (as well as South Korea and Japan), much of the original 

raison d’étre for the organisation has gone to be replaced by new 

economic/development rationales.  

 

ASEAN’s search for a role as a mechanism of regional economic governance has 

borne some fruits. But as Webber (2001) argues, the failure of ASEAN as an 

organisation to act in any meaningful manner to the financial crises of 1997 exposed 

many of its institutional and political flaws. Moreover, Webber also points to the 

inaction of APEC during the crisis, suggesting that both the ‘small’ and “big” versions 

of regional governance failed to provide any form of effective governance when it 

was most needed. And when US pressure stymied Japanese proposals to establish an 

Asian Monetary Fund in 1997, regional states were left with no regional solutions and 
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instead had no option but to accept the type of solutions imposed by western 

dominated financial institutions.  

 

Although the failure of ASEAN and APEC to find effective and/or acceptable 

solutions to the financial crisis had much to do with political will and their 

institutional frameworks, there is also an extent to which they were the wrong size. In 

short, ASEAN was too small and APEC was too big. But recognising the limitations 

of existing organisations is quite a different thing from establishing an effective new 

replacement that is the right size and contains the necessary political will and 

institutions to act.  

 

Defining a regional identity: Asian Values? 

On one level, it is difficult to identify what the limits of a regional organisation should 

be before it is created. Often, as was the case with South East Asia, our acceptance of 

what constitutes that region develops after the event. In the case of South East Asia, a 

broadly accepted definition of the parameters of the region emerged as a consequence 

of first colonisation, subsequently the command structure of military forces during the 

second world war60, and more latterly, ASEAN. In other cases, definitions and 

understandings emerge as a result of outside influences.  

 

In the case of East Asia, the initiative to establish the Asian Europe Meeting (ASEM) 

process necessitated Asia deciding where it was, and who was in it. While ASEM 

may have produced little in tangible results other than the establishment of a 

conference circuit allowing academics to travel the world, it did at least result in the 

(or perhaps a) definition of Asia by Asian state elites themselves. The exclusion of the 
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Australasian states from the Asia that participates in ASEM against the expressed 

wishes of Australasian elites was a sign of the rejection of the concept of the Pacific 

as a focus of region. The absence of the South Asian states, this time by choice rather 

than exclusion resulted in an exclusionary definition of Asia for the purposes of 

ASEM with a membership that increasingly corresponds with conceptions of which 

states should become involved in establishing a collective regional economic 

governance – an issue we will return to later. 

 

The rejection of Australasia from the ASEM process also draws attention to 

conceptions of values, belief systems, and power. It was a decision not just based on 

geography, but also more importantly on conceptions of what Asia was not. On one 

level, Asia was not white. Perhaps more importantly, Asian polity was not built on the 

precepts of individualism and liberal democracy and Asian economies were not built 

on the form of capitalisms that dominate in the Anglo-Saxon part of Pacific Asia. 

Much has been written about the concept of Asian Values, and whether it simply 

provides an artificial justification for the maintenance of authoritarianism, and it is not 

my intention to repeat them here. However, I do think that it is important to point to 

the widespread rejection of “Western” values that many – and not just state elites – 

saw as a deliberate tool of Western hegemony even before 1997. To be sure there are 

many differences between the many different values in the region – not least the 

different values held by different groups in the region’s multi-ethnic/religious states. 

But to a large degree, what binds the region together in terms of belief systems and 

economic systems that it rejects. 
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This understanding of a rejectionary concept of Asia in large part inspired Mahathir 

Mohamad’s proposals to establish an East Asia Economic Group in 1990. Though 

ultimately side-lined into a caucus within APEC, not least as a result of Japanese 

hesitancy over the impact on relations with the US, the concept of an Asian Asia in 

opposition to the wide and inclusionary Pacific Asia conception of APEC dominated 

by the US remains attractive to many in the region.  

 

Defining a regional identity: the emergence of a financial region 

Whilst cultural values might be important in shaping some form of regional identity, I 

suggest that it is in the economic realm that regional elites have developed a shared 

conception of what constitutes the region, and how regional cooperation can ensure 

national economic security. In particular, notwithstanding the original intentions of its 

architects61, APEC has evolved into an organisation which, at best, does little to 

provide economic security for its East Asian members and, at worst, might be 

conceived as an organisation that prevents the formation of a real East Asian regional 

group. 

 

The financial crises also confirmed for the Chinese leadership that what happens in 

the region has significant consequences for China, sparking new debates over the 

nature of “economic security”62 (Fewsmith, 1998: Zha, 1999).  Not least because of 

what happened to relative exchange rates after 1997, working together to head off 

potential crises at a regional level is increasingly seen as being in China’s own self-

interest – especially if such regional cooperation can mitigate the need to rely on the 

US dominated global financial institutions in times of crisis.  
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This shared conception that national economic security should be increasingly 

understood within a regional framework is reflected in the increasingly 

institutionalised nature of relations within the East Asian region. A key initiative here 

is the Chiang Mai Initiative (CMI), which was finally agreed by APT finance 

ministers in May 2000. The CMI allows signatory states to borrow US dollars from 

other members’ reserves to buy their own currency, thus providing a bulwark against 

global financial flows and speculative attacks63. As the CMI works through the 

creation of bilateral swap deals, it is not strictly speaking a regional organisation. 

However, these bilateral processes exist under a regional umbrella, and can be 

considered in combination to constitute what Dent has termed “lattice regionalism”64 

Although a similar swap process existed within ASEAN prior to the CMI, the reason 

for its expansion, and another example of why China matters, is quite straightforward 

– when consensus was reached in 2000, China’s foreign reserves were greater than the 

entire reserves of all ASEAN states combined (and Japan’s reserves were even 

greater).  

 

The CMI is important for three reasons. First, it suggests a growing recognition of 

how national economic fortunes cannot be isolated and insulated from what happens 

in the rest of the region. Second, it suggests a rejection of global solutions in favour of 

regional mechanisms for resolving (or heading off) regional crises. Third, it suggests a 

shared recognition of what the region actually is (and what is not part of the region) 

that has become quasi-formalised through the ASEAN Plus Three (APT) process 

(through which the CMI was arranged). While Taiwan remains absent due to the 

intergovernmental nature of APT discussions it has evolved into a major – and 
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notwithstanding the persistence of APEC perhaps the major – forum for regional 

dialogue and consultation65.  

 

Defining the Region: A region of production? 

Of course, the APT is about more than just financial cooperation. The evolution of a 

region of production is also a key element in the evolution of China’s participation in 

and cooperation with East Asian regional organisations, and led to the proposals to 

create an ASEAN-China Free Trade Area (ACFTA). First proposed at the Manila 

summit in 1999, the ACFTA initiative took on a new impetus with the signing of the 

Framework Agreement on ASEAN-China Comprehensive Economic Cooperation at 

the Eighth ASEAN Summit Meeting in Cambodia in 2002. ACFTA is conceived as a 

dual speed process, with initial common tariff reduction to be completed by 2006, and 

a full free trade area in place by 2013.  

 

On the face of it, the ACFTA is an important symbol of China’s importance for the 

regional economy, as well as an important practical step in fostering closer economic 

integration. It is intended to act as a spur to intra-regional investment and to increase 

access to the Chinese market for ASEAN producers – though the other side of the 

same coin is a fear that it might also lead to a new influx of Chinese imports. But 

ACFTA is in many ways a means to other ends, rather than just an end in itself. 

Stubbs notes that Japan was originally reluctant to join the APT process for fear of 

antagonizing the United States: 

“Although Japan was still reluctant to get involved, the Chinese government’s 

agreement to take up ASEAN’s invitation essentially forced Tokyo’s hand. Beijing 

was interested in building on the economic ties that were developing with 
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Southeast Asia and the Japanese government could not afford to let China gain an 

uncontested leadership position in the region.”66 

 

In a similar vein, ACFTA can be seen as a means of trying to force the Japanese 

government’s hand and promote a type of Asian regionalism akin to the EAEG. 

Indeed, Mahathir is explicit in his desire to see ACFTA as a stepping-stone to a pan-

Asian Free Trade area and to “go back to the original proposal for an East Asian 

Economic Group”67. Nevertheless, while AFCTA might be a means to an end for 

Mahathir, it is an important step towards ASEAN-China cooperation and regional 

economic integration in its own right.  

 

Capitalism, Regionalism and Extra-Regional Actors 

China’s re-engagement with the global economy has played a key role in configuring 

both the regional economy as a whole, and the individual economies of regional states. 

Indeed, the impact of China’s rise has been so great on some regional states that you 

begin to question whether it should lead to increased intra-regional conflict rather than 

cooperation. Lack of space forbids a detailed discussion of debates that will be 

familiar to the participants at this conference, so suffice to say that there is concern 

within the region that investment and jobs are being diverted to China, leading to a 

worrying increased dependence of many regional economies on China68.  

 

But like it or not, the particular way in which globalising state elites have inserted 

China into the global political economy has resulted in economic regionalisation – or 

perhaps more correctly, resulted in a new pattern of economic regionalisation. For 

example both the nature and destination of Thai exports has changed: 
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 “several labor-intensive manufactured exports shrunk….aggregate exports to 

the United States, Europe and Japan combined, comprising more than half of 

all Thai exports, stagnated, even as China expanded its share in those markets. 

Thailand successfully tapped into the expanding Chinese market. Thai exports 

to China grew by a blistering 24 percent [in 2002], comprising mostly of 

manufactures and relatively more technology-intensive products.”69 

The reality is that many of the ASEAN economies are increasingly dependent on 

China as a market. But at the same time (and notwithstanding the oft-stated fears of 

dependence on China), the Chinese economy is itself largely dependent on investment 

from and trade with the rest of the region (particularly in the form of components to 

produce exports).  

 

The process of regionalisation of production is thus based on a complex web of 

relationships built on a hierarchy of asymmetric dependencies. It is a process that is 

driven by the investment and trade decisions of non-state economic actors, and the 

governmental policies put in place in regional states to facilitate private economic 

flows. As such, East Asian regionalisation can be conceived, in keeping with Cock’s 

analysis of Europeanisation70, as facilitating the expansion of capitalist productive 

forces built on the implicit acceptance of the hegemony of the neoliberal hegemonic 

project.  

 

Crucially, this regionalisation is contingent on what happens outside the region, and a 

key issue for regional formation remains the crucial role of extra-regional actors in 

promoting the regional economic interaction that regional initiatives are at least in 

part concerned with addressing. Without external demand and, the formation of a 
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region of production centred on manufacturing in China would have taken on a very 

different form and moved at a different pace. And despite what investment statistics in 

East Asia appear to demonstrate, the region remains heavily dependent on technology 

and crucially finance capital from outside the region to fund the regionalisation of 

manufacturing71. As such, I suggest that if the APT process does continue to evolve 

into a more formalised regional project, its success will depend on first its continued 

devolution of economic authority to non-state actors, and second, its continued 

openness to extra-regional actors and the wider global economy. 

 

CONCLUSION  

In combination, the move towards currency swaps under the CMI on one hand and the 

movement towards a formal Free Trade Area and an informal region of production on 

the other demonstrate the tensions in contemporary regional projects. On one level, 

the region can be seen as a means of facilitating globalisation and neoliberal 

capitalism, whilst on another level, emerging regionalism can be seen as a means of 

providing a specifically regional means of providing economic security and a bulwark 

against uncontrolled global capital flows. And in this respect, the challenge of 

regional governance is no different from the challenges facing national governments – 

how to get the benefits of participation in the global economy without any of the 

potential damage. 

 
Five main conclusions emerge from using New Regionalism perspectives to consider 

the case of China and East Asia. The first is that regional identity is important. 

Notwithstanding the potentially conflicting imperatives of globalising and regulating, 

there is a growing sense of regional identity in terms of what the region actually is – 

the starting point for any regional project. Even those nations that are suspicious of 
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either China’s or Japan’s (or both’s) hegemonic aspirations in the region now largely 

accept that it is best to be tied to the hegemons than economically isolated and 

missing out.  

 

As the following table suggests, there is a correlation between those economies 

involved in both formal economic regionalism and informal economic regionalisation 

in East Asia. The correlation is not total, and the question of which nations/economies 

will form the region in the future is incomplete. Quite apart from the huge question of 

Taiwan, where Myanmar, Laos and Cambodia fit remains a question for the future. 

Nevertheless, the concept of region defined as Asia-Pacific appears to have largely 

run its course, with the main purpose of APEC now appearing to be to embarrass 

national leaders by making them wear national costumes at summits.  

  
ASEM   ASEAN+3  CMI*   Region of 
         Production 
 
Brunei   Brunei 
   Cambodia 
China   China   ChinaJK  China 
Hong Kong        Hong Kong 
Indonesia  Indonesia  IndonesiaCJK  Indonesia 
Japan   Japan   JapanCK  Japan 
   Laos    
Malaysia  Malaysia  MalaysiaCJK  Malaysia 
   Myanmar 
Philippines  Philippines  PhilippinesCJK  Philippines 
Singapore  Singapore  SingaporeJ  Singapore 
South Korea  South Korea  South KoreaCJ  South Korea 
Taiwan        Taiwan 
Thailand  Thailand  ThailandCHK  Thailand 
Vietnam  Vietnam     Vietnam? 
 
* Those arrangements signed by C(hina), J(apan) or K(orea) with ASEAN states or each other. 
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Second, the relationship between regionalism and regionalisation is exposed by an 

examination of East Asia. So too is the importance of non-state actors in promotion 

regional integration alongside the formal political initiatives of national governments. 

Third, there is a need to ensure that any regional project is open to the wider global 

economy. East Asian new regionalism is built on a widespread acceptance of 

neoliberal capitalism, and designed to facilitate the capitalist mode of production – 

albeit a mode of capitalism that needs to be regulated.  Fourth, the best way of 

ensuring this regulation is increasingly seen to be the regional rather than the global 

level. Finally, regional governance is characterised by multiple forms of overlapping 

regions, including different levels of region from the micro through the meso to the 

macro72. 
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