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Refining the Study of Regional Constructions

“… What is the Pacific?, it is necessary to define our terms by specifying whose Pacific – and when” (Dirlik 1998: 15)


By substituting “Asia” for “the Pacific” in the above quotation gives some indication of the thrust of this paper. The study of regional construction in Asia has developed apace since the 1990s linked to the rise of what has been described – not totally convincingly - as the new regionalism (Gamble & Payne 1996, Hettne 1999). This broadening literature is increasingly sophisticated involving authors from a number of disciplines and with differing perspectives (Higgott & Breslin 2000, Liu &  Regnier, 2002, Pempel 2005). Nevertheless in my view the literature in general suffers to varying degrees from one or all of three difficulties.


The first of these concerns clarity of vocabulary. The terms “regionalism” and “regionalization” are often used interchangeably in describing the construction of regional entities in Asia. While the most comprehensive recent edited volumes on regional construction (Brisling et al 2002, Pempel 2005) and perhaps the most stimulating recent article (Kim 2004) do make attempts to provide clearer conceptual distinctions these distinctions, require still greater refining. In my view T.J. Pempel (2005) does not provide us with a helpful template when he defines regionalism as “a top-down process of government to government formation of institutions such as ASEAN, APEC or the ASEAN regional Forum (ARF) and regionalization as the bottom-up process of cross-border cooperation driven primarily by non-governmental actors such as corporations, NGOs and track II groups” (Pempel 2005:6) The appropriate emphasis on the state/non-state actor dichotomy as the defining element of differentiation between the two concepts seems to be a peculiarly American preoccupation. European experience of regional construction would insist on the fluidity of relations and initiatives in actions in regional construction between State and non-State actors, a fluidity born out in most studies of Asian regional integration. Rather than using the importance of governmental action as the lodestone for differentiating between “regionalism” and “regionalization” I would suggest a distinction between the ideational and process. In this regard Samuel Kim’s definition of regionalism as, like globalism, “a normative concept referring to shared values, norms, identity and aspirations” (Kim 2004: 40) seems much more helpful. In other words my suggestion would be to define “regionalism” as like many other “isms” (socialism, communism, facism, etc) as being essentially ideational implying degrees of identity and the construction thereof.  Like nations, regions are also imagined communities, to use Benedict Anderson’s felicitous phrase (Anderson 1991)


Despite his useful reconceptualization of  “regionalism” Kim leads us, in my view, along the same misguided path as T.J. Pempel when immediately afterwards he refers to “regionalism’ as referring to “State led projects of cooperation” (Kim 2005: 40) Nevertheless he goes part of the way in providing us with a helpful definition of “regionalization” which he describes as “akin to globalization, refer(ing) to non-state driven – usually market driven – processes of integration.” In insisting on process, this definition does provide greater clarity but the emphasis on the non-state driven aspect is misleading. As the literature in international political economy suggests, in Asia states have been heavily involved in processes of integration precisely through their intervention in markets (see for example Katzesntein et al 2000). Moreover lack of state capacity can impact on these processes of regionalization (Hamilton-Hart 2003). Finally, given that a cursory examination of numerous two-track actors in East Asia reveals that many of these NGOs (non-governmental organisations) are in reality GONGOs (ie government organized, or at least oriented, non-governmental organizations) then, it could be asked, is the State / non-State distinction helpful? 

Be this as it may, the state/non state distinction needs to be acknowledged and incorporated in to our analytical grids, even if, as I have suggested, we remove it is the defining element in differentiating “regionalism” and “regionalization”. It is perhaps by factoring in the distinction within the types of processes of regionalization that we can give it its true heuristic value. Richard Higgott’s (1997) earlier distinction between de facto economic regionalization and de juré institutional regionalization provides us with a template in which the State-non-State distinction becomes salient. Of course the de juré / de facto description refers to ideal types and in practice regional constructions involve various doses of both forms. Moreover, in a process-based definition the interactions between governmental and non-governmental actors can be given its full attention.

In my view “regionalism” is in relation to “regionalization” at the meso level (Gamble & Payne 1996) of international relations what “nationalism” is in relation to “nation-building” at the micro level.  As with nationalism and stato-national constructions, there are “inter-retro-reactions” between process and ideational/identity developments with, in practice, each feeding off the other. Above all State actors are not the only custodians and vectors of ideas of regional identity. On the contrary, as the following analysis will attempt to demonstrate the idea of an Asian community or Asian region has been the handiwork also of public intellectuals and epistemic communities within civil society over the last century and a half. Moreover, in much of the discourse conceptualizing, appropriating and vaunting the idea of Asia, regional processes of economic development and economic integration are reinterpreted as an ideological plus. As a number of studies of Asianism and the Asian values debate suggest the bottom line concerns the success of the process of economic growth and economic integration as underpinning claims to regional specificity. (See for example Domenach 1997 and Barr 2002).1

My second criticism of much of the literature on Asian regionalization is that it has disciplinary limits. In particular the bulk of the analysis has been the work of economists and or political economists with political scientists and international relations experts building essentially on this work. With some notable exceptions (Besson 2002, Pempel 2005) the interdisciplinary approach has been somewhat lacking. Two explanations can be posited for the predominance of economic analysis. First of all the process of regionalization in East Asia has been essentially of the de facto economic variety with little of institutional substance, other than ASEAN, to draw the attention of political scientists. A second explanation for this lies in the importance of APEC (the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation) forum as a subject of attention in the final decade of the last century. As a forum ostensibly of an economic nature - at least until the attempted cooptation by the Bush Administration as a further political tool in the “war on terrorism” – APEC, as the institutionally weak expression of an underlying process of economic integration, has been the object of analysis of economists many of whom are non-State or quasi-State actors in the process itself, a point made by John Ravenhill (Ravenhill 2001). ASEAN is a counter-example because of its multi-faceted nature as a security community (Acharya 2000 and 2001) and as a politically determined economic entity (Nesadurai 2003). As for Northeast Asia, Gilbert Rozman’s r(2004)ecent study provides an illuminating attempt to address the political, security as well as economic dimensions of processes of regionalization by examining the lack of institutionalization.


Within the discipline of international relations, a further criticism can be addressed at the literature both on regionalization and on regionalism. To simplify, realists have been far more concerned with regionalization than with regionalism while liberal institutionalists have been more concerned with the kind of de juré institutional regionalization (or lack thereof) alluded to above (Ikenberry & Mastanduno 2001).  Constructivists, of which I would include myself in earlier work (Camroux 1997), have been much more preoccupied by questions of regionalism in particular questions of identity. As suggested above, idea and norm creation cannot be isolated from underlying processes in regionalization (Acharya 2004). However no single one of the above approaches is, in itself, able to tease out the complexity and contradictions of processes of regionalization, particularly as far as the inter-relationships between the local, national, regional and multilateral are concerned. More importantly, no single approach by itself can answer the question as to how participation in the process of regionalization in a given place can translate into the sentiment of belonging to a socially and politically defined regional construct. In other words, how can regionalization generate regionalism or vice versa. By drawing on the insights provided by various schools we, perhaps, can answer Hemmer and Katzenstein’s (2002) appeal for an eclectic approach to region within the discipline of international relations.


My third and final criticism of much, if not all, of the literature on the East Asia region is that it suffers from a degree of historical amnesia. The notion of ‘Asia’, like that of ‘Europe’ is problematical. Without entering into a pedantic deconstructionist exercise, in empirical terms it can be observed that the notion of ‘Asia’, both in the imaginary “common sense” view expressed in public opinion and in the rhetorical result-oriented usage of the elite has evolved over time. Even amongst contemporary European elites the India-centric view of Asia of the British does not quite coincide with the China-“Indochina” focus in France nor that, essentially of a Japan-China duopoly held, say, in Germany. Our attention can be drawn to three questions pertaining to any regional grouping: that of identity, that of belonging and that of exclusion. To take an example drawn from Europe, during the referenda debates two questions – unrelated to the constitution itself were also raised – that of the inclusion of the ten new members, ie enlargement, on which public approval had not been sought – and that of the exclusion of a candidate country namely. Interesting parallels can be drawn between a putative Turkish membership of the European Union and Australian membership of a hypothetical Asian Community. These parallels underline the difficulties of nation-states perceived as being liminal in being accepted in regional groupings where questions of identity, “cultural homogeneity “ and ideological/religious preferences may outweigh economic and political dynamics (Wesley 1997). 


In much of the Asia boosterism literature, and for, that matter, the Asia pessimism literature is a failure to situate integration processes and ideational constructions into the “longue durée”. Such a long term historical view would, as some would argue, also lead to a re-evaluation of a Eurocentric distortions in the writing of world history and, as a new wave of revisionist history suggest, provide a rather different view of relations between “East “ and “West “ (Hobson 2004).  As far as this paper is concerned a longer term historical perspective calls into question an East Asia centric concept of regionalism and would hint at the pre-eminence of notions of a greater Asia.

Towards Bandung

“Much will depend on whether Peking considers itself as more Asian than communist, or vice versa….

Times of India, 28 December 1954 2

In this paper I begin my discussion on Asia with an examination of the Asian-African Conference in Bandung in 1955 then briefly examine developments leading up to the Asian community summit to be held in Kuala Lumpur in December of this year.


 I have been concerned for some time at examining the question of an Asian identity, for example through the debate on Asian values. My previous research led me to the conclusion that ideational/ideological factors are of primary importance. I was partly, if not totally, proved wrong in conducting this study. When one looks at the Bandung conference and, fifty years later, to the lead up to the planned Asian Community Summit in Kuala Lumpur to be held on 12th December of this year, it is a realist conception of international relations that comes to the fore. To announce my conclusion, the concern of the Asian parties in Bandung and particularly of the first Prime Minister of an independent India, Jawarhalal Nehru, in 1955 was to socialize China as a responsible actor in the international community and thus, although this was not stated, to remove it as a threat to the perceived national interests of neighbouring Asian countries. In the lead-up to the summit to be held in Kuala Lumpur later this year, my very distinct impression is that the same realpolitik concerns are at play. The same basic question remains: “what are we to do with China?”
As Edward Said (1978, 1995) emphasized in his seminal study of Orientalism, “Asia” is a conceptual construct of the West. His observation is both path-breaking and disappointing. Path-breaking in indicating the importance of the ‘other’, disappointing, to the extent that it does not address the question as to why some perceptions of difference are more salient and, above all, more resilient than others. Why, it may be asked, have Asian’s not only acquiesced in a seemingly imported identity but also sought to strengthen that identity elevating it to the basis of a regional ideal?


As a number of authors have indicated, the notion of Asia dates from a Greek conception of a world that is described today as the near or Middle East (Korhonen 1997, Milner & Johnson 1997.)  In the millennia of exchange between peoples in what are today geographically labelled as China, India and Southeast Asia with other peoples in the Middle East and then with Europe senses of differences developed, but not to the extent it would appear, of provoking a sense of difference as a unique Asian people. That pre-colonial history is not neutral: contemporary discourse on an Asian community places a great deal of stress on those trade, cultural and religious relationships and interchange as laying the grounds for distinct concepts of Asia today.3 Nevertheless we really have to wait till the era of European imperialism to have a sense of a heuristic Europe being juxtaposed with an idealized Asia. In the latter half of the nineteenth century and early twentieth centuries intellectuals not only in China, Japan and India began to present a vision of Europe (and the West) as an entity. This view was also prominent amongst anti-colonial thinkers in Southeast Asia, notably the Filipino writer, José Rizal who brought the first country in Asia to a short-lived independence.4 While Mahatma Gandhi did not inscribe the struggle for Indian independence as part of a broader struggle for all of Asia to throw off the mantle of colonialism, he did see it as a civilizational struggle. While initially he saw the struggle in purely national terms, on the eve of independence he advocated the concept of an Asian federation praising “Asia’s special message of spiritual enlightenment” (quoted in Jaffrelot 2003: 37). During the interwar period Rabindranath Tagore argued that all Asian countries shared the same characteristics of “spiritual strength”, “simplicity “ and, in an echo of contemporary neo-neo Confucianism, a “recognition of social obligation”.  The writings of Tagore found a particularly sympathetic audience in China and Japan (Hay 1970) laying the grounds for a vision of a Sino-Indic Asia prominent in Bandung and, one whose echoes can be heard today in the lead up to the Kuala Lumpur summit. Writing during the same interwar period Jawaharlal Nehru felt that India had provided East Asia with a solid civilizational base that was in contrast to the materialism of the West: one that stressed the notion of harmony with nature. This philosophy of life he argued was one shared by China. As for Southeast Asia, Nehru used the term popularized by both western and Indian historians, that this was in a sense “Greater India” because of the spread of Hinduism and Buddhism in the previous millennia. On the eve of independence in March 1947 in a foretaste of Bandung, Nehru organized o Conference on Asian Relations bringing together 250 delegates from 25 countries. In taking this initiative Nehru in effect proclaimed India as the leader of Asia’s ineluctable march toward independence, a role assumed two years later in the brokering of Indonesian independence from the Dutch.5

Turning to Japan, while the celebrated Westernizer of the Meiji restoration, Fukuzama Yukichi, felt that in order to develop Japan needed to “escape from Asia and join Europe” (Datsu-A Nyû-Ô) others, like the art historian Okakura Tenshin, celebrated Japan’s cultural bonds with the Asian continent in his assertion that “Asia is One” (Morris-Suzuki 1998, Postel-Vinay forthcoming). The point is that, either embraced or rejected, the idea of Asia was already taking form. Yet as Tessa Morris-Suzuki points out in her analysis of the writings of one of the 1930s critics of pan-Asianism, Wakamiya Unosuke, the concept of “Asia” was elastic (Morris-Suzuki 1998) designed to fit the needs and purposes of the user. She further indicates that the time of Bandung, the social critic Takeuchi Yyoshimi described “Asia” as not something that possessed a cultural essence or innate spirit but as a “means” or “method” – “hôho toshite no Ajia”.  Not only, as the quote indicates and as has been noted on countless occasions the term “Ajia” itself is borrowed from the West, but more importantly we have in its use an affirmation of both ideal and process. In other words translated into contemporary language we have allusions to both regionalism and regionalization.


The first conference between African and Asian leaders was held in the euphoria of the post-independence period in Asia and, in expectation and as an instrumental lobby effort for a similar “happy ending” in Africa. While the reference for exclusion was the West, the perpetrators of imperialism, not all participants shared the strong anti-imperialism of the Indonesian hosts or the Chinese and Indian sponsors. For example, while Ceylon (Sri Lanka) was one of the five sponsors of the conference its delegate, Prime Minister Sir John Kotelawala, sought, much to the annoyance of most other participants, to have the conference condemn Soviet colonialism. Until he was persuaded by Indian Prime Minister to withdraw a formal motion of condemnation and then with the other delegates accepted the classification of the countries of Eastern Europe as non-colonial, this issues threatened to destroy the harmony of the debate.(Kahin 1956). 


Given developments in Asian regionalism over the last fifty years what is particularly striking at Bandung is the almost total absence of questions of economic relations. This can be explained in part by the then underdeveloped economic status of the participating countries and by the concern then with economic self-sufficiency as a necessary adjunct to political independence. There is, I would suggest, however another reason, the Asianness defined in Bandung was one conceptualised not only in relation to the West, the imperial bogey-man with whom any form of economic interdependence was unthinkable, but also in relation to the other continent participating in the conference Africa. In the words of one pro-Western delegate “This Conference has represented an effort by these countries to regain their personality and international dignity and was an assertion of their personality vis-à-vis the West”. (quoted in Kahin 1956: 38). The Asia of Bandung was essentially a political construct involving the newly independent nation-states from the Middle East to Indonesia. Indeed in his closing speech Nehru, partly out his desire to avoid racial stereotyping, suggested that Australia and New Zealand were almost part of the Asian region. 

In relation to the West two points need to be made. Firstly in terms of “otherness” the former European colonial powers were certainly a reference point for many leaders present and, in particular Nehru and Sukarno. Nevertheless in the context of the Cold War, and under the strong Chinese influence of Zhou En-Lai, the “other” was a vaster entity, the “West”. Some of the more heated debates in the conference concerned the membership of some Asian countries such as Pakistan, the Philippines and Thailand in the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization. For Zhou En-Lai membership of a Western Alliance was incompatible not only with non-alignment, but with being Asian. Secondly, while the conference in Bandung situated Asia and Africa in a North-South logic rather than a South-South one, this element was limited in terms of solidarities to mainly political forms with no sense of an economic community.6 The underlying importance of Bandung is that it is the culmination of a process of defining Asia within the struggle against colonialism. In the post colonial period echoes of that struggle would linger (Ingleson 1997) in much of the discourse against neo-colonialism. Certainly for Mahathir Mohamed, Prime Minister of Malaysia from 1981 till 2003, the anti-neo-colonialism is the central element in his campaign for an East  Asian Community (Mahathir 1999, Mahathir & Ishihara 1995).

Asia-Pacific versus East Asia: Competing Regional Concepts

In the decades following Bandung and in particular in the 1970s and 1980s two competing visions of Asia emerged: that of an Asia (limited to East Asia) for and of itself and that of an Asia as part of, one of the concentric circles of a larger entity, the Asia-Pacific. In institutional terms this can be seen as the contest between APEC, the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation forum, and EAEG, the East Asian Economic Group (Higgott  & Stubbs 1995, Lim 2001). The idea of a Pacific Community dates from the period after World War 1, in for example, the work of the Institute of Pacific Relations (Woods 1993), but serious institutional proposals emerge only in the late 1960s-early 1970s amongst academics and businesspeople in Japan and Australia (Funabashi 1995). This Canberra-Tokyo axis in the Pacific community debate is not fortuitous: the two countries represent the two anchors of the US Alliance system in Asia-Pacific, have mutually beneficial and balanced trade and investment relations and both suffer, for rather different reasons, from suspicions of their place as legitimate Asian actors In the formulating of the Pacific Community idea. For Australia at least, Britain’s 1972 entry into the EEC played a role if only to demonstrate that there could be no turning back to relations of a quasi-imperial kind. Nevertheless the dynamics for a Pacific community are to found in the Asia-Pacific region itself with the war in Vietnam and the economic transformations of East Asia with Japan as the ‘lead goose” in the virtuous economic development in the flying geese model. Through its massive FDI and development assistance in Asia, the delocalisation of a great deal of the Japanese production to the NICs and then to other countries, Japan was able to develop the elements of its soft power in Asia. (Katzenstein & Shiashi 1997, Katzenstein et al 2000).

From the perspective of this paper, what is particularly important in the evolution of Asia-Pacific regionalism is the role of, at least ostensibly, non-State actors, which is in marked contrast with the European experience of state driven integration (Woods 1993). The precursors to APEC the Pacific Trade, and Development Conference (PAFTAD), the Pacific Basin Economic Council (PBEC) and the Pacific Economic Cooperation Council generally had tripartite memberships involving business people, academics and public servants “present in an unofficial capacity”. As the names of these largely informal institutions suggest their overriding concern was economic relations between the countries of the region. Certainly political cooperation per se has not been on the agenda of these bodies. The creation of APEC in 1989 represented a significant development in so far as political leaders became involved and a degree of institutionalisation initiated. Nevertheless the ministerial meetings that begun the process and the annual summits that began in 1993 involve the political leaders of the now 21 member economies. (Ravenhill, 2001). The use of the term “economies” rather than “countries” is not insignificant: APEC is the only body in which the “three Chinas” (the PRC, Taiwan and Hong Kong) are all present a situation facilitated by the fiction of it as an economic body. Moreover the original agenda of trade liberalisation and economic development is one that achieves a broad minimal consensus. A realist perspective on geo-economic relations seems to underlie the enthusiasm of small countries, such as South korea, Singapore, Canada and Australia, who have been the most supportive of the APEC idea. Given the perception that the real tensions in trade relations are those between the US and Japan and the US and China, being in a forum in which all the three major players are present is seen as a way of making sure that their national interests are taken into account. According to Terada (1998) for Japanese governments in the 1970s and 80s, promotion of a an Asia-Pacific concept of region was a second-best choice to that of an East Asian group, but was seen as a way of avoiding potential criticism that Japan was trying to revive the Greater Asian Co-prosperity Zone of world War 2.

The competing vision of an East Asian Economic Group, first mooted by Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir in 1994 also has a realist underpinning: for Mahathir the world is heading towards the consolidation of three regional blocs: the European Union, NAFTA and East Asia. In a bloc against bloc situation in order to achieve a balance of power in its favour, East Asia needs to consolidate and strengthen its own internal market and institutions.  For Mahathir and others in Southeast Asia – and to some extent Japan – such a process of regionalization needs to be accompanied by the development of an East Asian consciousness, to use the expression of Mahathir’s “eminence grise” Noordin Sopiee (1995). Asian values and their superiority became inextricably bound up with the promotion of a process of regional integration and consolidation. Mahathir’s proposal - dismissed by some as “Asia without the Caucasians” - was strongly opposed by the US Administration who ensured that it would not receive the backing of the Japanese government. In institutional terms the East Asian Economic Group proposal was watered down to become the East Asian economic Caucus, an informal meeting within the APEC framework. Nevertheless, given the benefit of hindsight, Mahathir’s proposal has at least at this juncture succeeded against APEC. In terms of processes the EAEG was reincarnated, or rather relabelled as ASEAN +3, a further incremental step towards a more institutionalised East Asian region. When one turns to the level of regionalism the success has been more complete. The language of an East Asian consciousness was taken up by other Asian political leaders such as, in Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew and his successor Goh Ghok Tong (2004), in the Phillipines, Fidel Ramos and in Thailand, Thaksin Shinawatra. In Malaysia itself Mahathir’s disgraced heir apparent, Anwar Ibrahim, refined the Asian consciousness discourse, eliminating from it its anti-Western rhetoric and calling for an Asian renaissance in dialogue with the West (Anwar 1996). Moreover, alongside the State vectors of East Asian regionalism a plethora of institutions such as the ASEAN-ISISs and of public intellectuals often linked to the former propagated the ideal of an Asian identity. Finally the 1990s saw a breaking down of barriers in the area of popular culture. Forms of popular entertainment such as cinema, rock music, variety shows and television sit-coms crossing frontiers and enjoying great popularity in neighbouring countries (Wöhr 2001). If the process of East Asian regionalization is reinforced by the Kuala Lumpur summit, this, in my view, will be due in part at least by the unheralded and unquantifiable strengthening of an East Asian sense of oneness, ie an East Asian regionalism.

 However, to return to the competition between APEC and EAEC, to simplify I would argue that four factors impacted on these competing visions. The first factor, and undoubtedly the most important, was the economic transformation of East Asia involving rapid industrialisation, heightened urbanisation and integration into the world economy. The second of these factors was the context of the Cold War and its end, which, for example saw the transformation of an anti-communist sub-regional organization, ASEAN, (founded in 1967) into an association embracing all ten countries of Southeast Asia irrespective of political regime. Related to these two factors was the presence of the United States as the most important trading and investment partner for the countries of the region and as the “gendarme of the Pacific”, the ultimate guarantor of security. Finally this period was, at least till quite recently, characterised by the diverging paths of India and of North and Southeast Asia, with India’s (and the other countries of the Indian sub-continent’s) absence from both debates and regional institutions. 

The perception of the EEC and then the European Union as a regional trading bloc and the ostensible need to combat “Fortress Europe” is in the background of the development of APEC and debates on an East Asian Community. In this regard Europe has been a reference point rather than a model. There is some evidence to suggest that US support for APEC was, designed to use it as a lever in the multilateral relations of GATT during the Uruguay Round leading to the creation of the WTO. With the WTO now in existence, APEC has lost a good deal of its usefulness. Attempts by the Bush administration since 9/11 to “politicize” APEC by using it as another forum for the war on terrorism has, in my view, led to a degree off disenchantment amongst its Asian members. Furthermore there is clear evidence that the Bush administration prefers to function at the micro level (ie bilaterally) or the macro level (multilaterally when necessary), the meso level (ie regional dialogues) being less of an option. 

Asia as “ASEAN + 3”


The Asian economic crisis of 1997-1998 both coincided with, and impacted upon, fundamental long terms developments in the Asia-Pacific region. On a fundamental level it laid to bear some of the hype on the Asian economic miracle while accentuating shifting balances between Southeast and Northeast Asia. In terms of notions of an Asian community the impact of the crisis was more subtle. First of all the crisis at least temporarily destroyed one of the tenants of the Asian values rhetoric namely that Asia’s economic success is due to a number of specifically Asian cultural traits. Secondly, the crisis and its aftermath saw the departure, or the muting of the voices of a number of experienced political leaders such as Sukarno, Lee Kwan Yew and Mahathir Mohamed. Thirdly the crisis revealed the weakness of the so-called ASEAN way based on consensus on the lowest common denominator and the principle of non-interference in the affairs of other member states. There was no pan-ASEAN response to the crisis and the political elites of Indonesia, Thailand and Malaysia all chose different paths to get their economies in order. Since the crisis the combined effects of uncontrolled burning and the ensuing pollution and environmental degradation, transnational terrorism and other soft security questions (such as piracy) have all contributed to calling into question ASEAN’s weak form of intergovernmental regionalism.8 ASEAN’s internal coherence has also been sorely tested by its own enlargement to include Vietnam, in 1995, then of Burma/Myanmar and Laos in 1997 and finally of Cambodia in 1998. The inability of the peer pressure of other member countries to bring about even modest political change in Burma is but one manifestation of internal weakness.


In this context, political and business elites in Southeast Asia have chosen, at least in de facto terms, two complimentary agenda. On the one hand, to concentrate on developing ASEAN as a free trade area pursuant to the AFTA agreement of 1992. On the other hand, to try to maintain ASEAN as the “centre” around which an East Asian community can be built. Behind both objectives lies a concern to deal with the rise of China as a major economic and political actor. In our view while certain economic sectors may have suffered from a shift in FDI and production from Southeast Asia to China, overall China’s rapid economic growth has benefited Southeast Asian countries. This being noted there is a strong perception that a north-side divide is opening up between Southeast and Northeast Asia which requires remedial action to ensure that Southeast Asia remains central to the regionalization process (Lim & Lee 2004)9 Nevertheless, ASEAN leaders are seeking to tie China into more predictable economic relations through the signing of a Free Trade Agreement. In quite a realist strategy they are also seeking to balance Chinese influence and power through the signing of a similar agreement with Japan and through developed links with South Korea. In a sense what is sought is a reformulation of Dr Mahathir’s proposal for an East Asian Economic Group, but with ASEAN as its core (Hund 2003, Terada 2003). Nomenclatures count and the expression “ASEAN + 3” seeks to emphasize ASEAN’s centrality despite, or rather because of the, yawning economic and political disparities with its northern neighbours. A similar concern can be found in the name of the only Asia-Pacific forum concerned with security questions, the ASEAN Regional Forum. This forum goes beyond East Asia involving also the United States and India as well as Australia, Canada, New Zealand, Russia and the European Union. 


Seen within the “longue durée” the essential question within the region defined for the last sixty years only as “Southeast Asia” is the management of a relationship with China and, in the last century or so, Japan within the context of broader relations of trade, cultural contacts and political links with a larger world extending to India, the Middle East and Europe and, across the Pacific to the Americas. Put more prosaically, does being a crossroads constitute being central? For example, the obsession of the Singaporean government to promote the city-state as a regional hub in areas such as finance, higher education and health care has a rhetorical as well as practical importance. The ASEAN + 3 concept, as has been suggested, is particularly useful in this regard. The signing of an ASEAN – China Free Trade agreement demonstrated a capacity to negotiate in a unified way. Furthermore this agreement itself has become a bargaining chip in negotiations with the Japanese administration to come to a similar agreement. Nevertheless the limited solidarity of the ASEAN club has been demonstrated by bilateral FTAs signed between Singapore and the US and Australia and between Thailand and Australia. ASEAN may well be the only regional structure with a degree of institutionalisation but its own institutional regionalisation may find itself overtaken by other processes that reflect more fully the underlying economic processes at play. Moreover, since its enlargement to include authoritarian states as Vietnam, Laos, Burma/Myanmar and Cambodia, ASEAN’s cohesiveness around a semi-democratic model of governance has been dissipated. 


Within the de facto economic regionalization processes at play, there are tendencies working, if not for the marginalisation of Southeast Asian countries, at least to greater dependence on the “+3” of Northeast Asia. These changing balances are reflected, in my view, in new conceptualisations within the domain of Asian regionalism. At its annual summit in November 2001, the ASEAN +3 accepted the proposal of then Korean President Kim Dae Jung for an East Asian Vision Group (2002) comprising academics from the participating countries. A successor group involving officials from the same countries, the East Asian Study Group (2002), was also established to scrutinize the report of the form and, in practice to water down some of the proposals of the former. In fact the watering down involved essentially questions of pace: the study group putting into medium term objectives certain proposals which had been proposed as short term by the Vision group. The desirability, even inevitability, of an East Asian Community was strongly vaunted in both reports. Given the weight of ASEAN membership in both expert groups, it could be argued that ASEAN +3 has already been discarded by policy making communities within ASEAN itself. Such a development warrants our attention.


Towards the Kuala Lumpur East Asian Community Summit

“We need to integrate China into the regional economy in an orderly, win-win manner” Singaporean Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong 25th May 2005 11 

The concept of ASEAN + 3 has been developed from other imaginings of an Asian community that sprung, in my view, from dissatisfaction with the initial enthusiasm attached to APEC. While located in Kuala Lumpur the Commission for a New Asia had a membership larger than that envisaged in Mahathir’’s EAEG project (Commission for a New Asia 1994). The most important of the other members were the Japanese who published their own report. (Japanese Committee on an Outlook for a New Asia 1994). In this final section of my paper I will, first of all, describe the continuing Japanese role in defining the new Asia and then turn to two major developments of far-reaching consequence. The first of these is a marked Chinese activism in East Asian regionalism, commensurate to a its increasing pre-eminence in Asian regionalization. The second could be described as “India’s return to Asia”.

 To deal, however, with the preliminary point, Japanese involvement continues unabated with for example the setting up of a Council on (an) East Asian Community in May 2004 involving participants from twelve major Japanese think tanks, fourteen of the largest Japanese corporations and 63 individual members from academia, the media and the public service. Chaired by Nakasone Yasuhiro, the former Japanese Prime Minister and architect in the 1980s of Japan’s most aggressive diplomatic forays in Asia. The Council has, according to its official web site, a three-fold role: to provide policy recommendations to the Japanese government, to promote domestic measures in Japan leading up to the formation of an East Asian Community and to act as an interface with the Network of East Asian Think Tanks, established in Beijing in 2003, working with a similar objective. Its first plenary meeting adopted a report in August prepared by a task force drawn essentially from the economics department of major Japanese universities. (Council on East Asian Community, 2005). Two elements within this policy paper, elements confirmed by the praxis of the Kuizumi government, are of salience to this analysis. The first, related to regionalization processes, concerns the “principles of openness, transparency and inclusion” in defining the limits of an Asian community. The second, on the level of regionalism, proposes that “a soft regional identity should be promoted in East Asia based on the recognition that the common characteristic of various cultures in East Asia is its hybrid composition of local, traditional and modern cultures with the increasing common influence of a common urban culture in East Asia”. The policy report then continues in a direct rebuttal of a Mahathirian concept of Asia by suggesting that “ the development of an identity focused primarily on differences with other regions would not be desirable”. (Council on East Asian Community 2005: 7).

 What can be read between the lines in these recommendations? In my view the Japanese government is confronted by a similar dilemma to that of the other anchor of the US alliance system in the Asia-Pacific, namely Australia (Michael Richardson 2005), as to how to reconcile their participation in the two concentric circles of regional construction (to use the conventional jargon) in the Asia-Pacific, namely the intra-East Asian and the extra-East Asian, across the Pacific. Put more prosaically, this involves assuring themselves of the existing and cost-effective protection of the United States12 while advancing their economic and political interests with their neighbours. This is not to suggest that somehow the political leaderships of these countries have “sold out” to the United States (Berkofsky 2005), it is merely to suggest that the United States remains the guarantor of last resort of security in the region one whose importance can be more or less acknowledged depending on domestic factors within individual nation states.  It would seem to this writer that for the Japanese leadership the way of reconciling these seemingly contradictory demands is to ensure the enlargement of a putative Asian community not only to include Australia (its objective partner prior to and since the creation of APEC) and New Zealand but, more importantly India. Indeed “playing the India card” in relation to China fits rather conveniently into previous recommendations of the US policy community close to the State Department  (Lloyd Richardson 2002) and since then the thrust of US foreign policy in the second Bush administration. Japan’s investment in India has not merely financial, with significant FDI in major sectors, albeit in competition with the Koreans, but also intellectual. A form of influence building and agenda setting in Southeast Asia by such quasi-state bodies as the Japan Center for International Exchange and the Japan Institute of international Affairs has been extended to India. For example, the Delhi think tank most involved in propagating the concept of an Asian Community, the Research and Information System for Developing Countries (RIS) has had its activities generously supported by the Sasakawa Peace Foundation. 

The second and certainly most significant development involves the “peaceful rise of China” to use the expression of Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao. 13 The doctrine of China’s peaceful rise (heping jueqi) developed from a new security concept elaborated a number of Chinese think tanks in the mid-1990s; Many of these think tanks were already involved in cooperative activities with similar security-oriented think tanks in Asia and elsewhere. Emphasis is placed in the doctrine on soft power means of promoting China’s national interest. In particular through multilateral and regional cooperation and the development thus of good neighbourly relations, China can best enhance its own internal development. Since its enunciation the term “peaceful rise” has been modified in a way to embrace all of Asia (Suettinger 2005) and while it is less frequently used the essence of the doctrine remains. Chinese willingness to engage in constructive dialogues with neighbouring partners has undoubtedly both quickened since the Asian Financial Crisis of 1997 and represents, at the meso or regional level, the normalization of China as an international actor at the macro or international/multilateral level as symbolized by Chinese entry into the WTO.

One of the most important, if underrated, vectors of engagement in regional construction has been the Boao Forum on Asia, vaunted as the Asian Davos. The proposal for such a forum was first made by former Filipino President Fidel Ramos in September 1998, but it was the Chinese leadership of then president Jiang Zemin who inaugurated the first meeting at Boao on the island of Hainan in February 2001. In the space of four years the forum has established itself as a significant meeting place for political and business leaders from an Asia encompassing also the Indian sub-continent, Central Asia and Australia and New Zealand. Other than the benefits brought to the tourist industry in Hainan the most important contribution for China’s soft power is to put the leadership in an agenda-setting role in Asian regionalization.  Clearly Boao has become a convenient platform for the public negotiations leading up to the Kuala Lumpur summit. For example at the April 2004 conference, the newly appointed Chinese president Hu Jianto gave an appropriately modest five point defence of China’s contribution to “Asian rejuvenation” and its commitment to the building of an Asian community (Hu 2004). In his speech Hu would seem to engage the discourse of other Asian leaders and public intellectuals in which “Asia” has become, like the “Pacific” a decade earlier, a mobilizing myth (Woodside 1998). Other Asian leaders such as Goh Chok Tong (2004) paid their appropriate rhetorical tribute. At the April 2005 conference Malaysian Prime Minister Abdullah Badawi elaborated on the seven-point roadmap for the establishing of an East Asian community presented at an earlier meeting of the Boao Forum (2004). The 2005 meeting was also the occasion to personally confront the Australian Prime Minister, John Howard, with the price to be paid for an invitation to the Kuala Lumpur summit, namely the signing of the ASEAN Treaty on Amity and cooperation. Several months later, despite initial reluctance, Canberra had acquiesced. For Howard (2005) himself Boao was yet another forum to argue for Australia’s right to be part of an East Asian Community summit, based on the degree of economic integration with East Asia.

India, like Australia, was perceived as a liminal state in the years of rapid economic development in Asia. During the period of the Cold War successive Indian governments did not choose the export-oriented developmental model of East Asia, but rather chose a model of import substitution. Moreover border tensions with China, an alliance with the Soviet Union and estrangement from all Southeast Asian countries except Vietnam meant that the greater Asia of Bandung was put within parenthesis (Jaffrelot 2003). A balance of payments crisis in 1991 persuaded the then Indian Finance Minister, and present Prime Minister, Manmohan Singh to liberalize the economy under IMF guidance. East Asia was to be seen both as a source of investment and as providing a model for rapid economic development. India’s “look east” policy, like that of Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir in the 1980s sought to bring together both process and ideology. Successive Indian governments embarked on serious diplomatic offensive which saw India admitted as a dialogue partner with ASEAN and a member of the ASEAN regional forum. Accompanied by these diplomatic efforts India was able to attract significant investment not only from Japan and Korea, who extended a practice of delocalized production already initiated elsewhere in Asia, but also from Malaysia and Singapore both of whom possess significant minority Indian populations. The culmination of these initiatives, changing economic models and trade flows was that by 2003 Indian politicians and members of the policy community were reclaiming India’s “historic birthright” as a member of the Asian Community (Kumar 2004). While there was an underlying cultural affinity rhetoric in this pleading, it was above all the positive economic advantages of Indian membership that are stressed (Asher and Sen 2005).

Turning to other actors in Asia three points need to be underlined in relation to India’s “return to Asia”. The first involves the significant ideological support of the Japanese policy community for this engagement, a support commensurate with the degree of Japanese FDI in India. Korean involvement is more difficult to measure even though Korea has become a major investor in India. Secondly, India has benefited from the support of two Southeast Asian ‘godfathers’, Thailand and Singapore. It was after all the Thai Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra who in 2001 initiated yet another informal sub-regional economic grouping, BIMSTEC, involving the Bay of Bengal countries, Bangladesh, India, Myanmar (Burma), Sri Lanka and Thailand. 14 The Singaporean government was previously instrumental in organizing the first conferences of overseas Indians, through significant FDI within India, and through the support provided by Singaporean think tanks in promoting India’s Asian credentials (eg Kumar 2004). Such new-found support for the inclusion of India within East Asia is neither fortuitous nor disinterested. On one level, it reflects modifications in the regionalization processes where India is now factored in. On the level of regionalism, the ideational definition of Asia, it reflects, in my view, a desire in realpolitik terms to find a weighty ally around the table faced with a formidable China. Furthermore, as previously mentioned “playing the India card” (Richardson 2002) within an Asian community allows the leadership of the two most pro-American countries in Southeast Asia, other than the Philippines, to echo a policy concern in Washington. In other words membership of India (like that of Australia and New Zealand) within a putative Asian Community has the indirect spin-off of reassuring the Bush Administration – and the US policy community - that this new “Concert of Asia” would not be inimical to US interests (Khoo & Smith 2001).

Conclusions


I began this paper with a call for a threefold changes in our way of examining regional construction in East Asia. The first appeal was for a greater clarity in vocabulary when addressing the question involving making a distinction between regionalization (a process of integration in the economic, political and other areas) and regionalism (a form of identity construction akin to nationalism). My second suggestion, one increasingly addressed in the academic community is for an eclectic approach not only crossing disciplinary boundaries but also transgressing the frontiers of schools within those disciplines. My third and final suggestion was to “put history back in”, that is to firmly anchor contemporary developments in regionalization/regionalism in Asia into a broader historical sweep. In particular I have argued that an analysis of Asian regionalism, used in the ideational sense, warrants a more nuanced approach. Paraphrasing Tom Nairn’s (1997: 71) description of nationalism as a, in temporal terms, a Janus-faced phenomenon (one looking to the past and to the future) regionalism is, as I have suggested previously (Camroux 1997: 75), a Brahma-faced phenomenon. The four figurative faces of regionalism have, as well as these temporal references, also spatial ones: looking towards the nation-state and referring to the world.


Writing about the time of Bandung on another region of significance Edmundo O’Gorman wrote “America, as such, literally does not exist, even though a mass of land exists which, in due course, will be endowed with that meaning with that being” (O’Gorman 1959: 73). A similar comment could be made concerning Asia with the proviso that the endowment of meaning is an ongoing process. In my concentration on two emblematic events: the Bandung meeting of 1955 and the East Asian Summit to be held in Kuala Lumpur this December - exactly a half century later - I have attempted to demonstrate that when looking at phenomena of regionalism an inclusive conceptualisation of Asia has been more rooted historically than the concentration on East Asia of most analysts would suggest. Furthermore, when factors other than purely economic ones are clearly given their place in the equation, then a Greater Asia embracing India as the object of regionalization becomes more meaningful.


It is not inconceivable that in twenty years, if not earlier, a new generation of scholars will look back on the East Asian obsession in writings on Asian regionalization and regional identity of the very latter part of the twentieth century as being a contextually based interregnum on the ineluctable march towards the affirmation of a greater Asia. If that occurs, in a sense, we will have returned to the civilizational conceptions of the East first mooted in the confrontation/symbiosis with a greater West in the first moments of the colonial interlude and consecrated in Bandung in the euphoria of the immediate post-independence period. Plus ca change…

Notes

1. I have left aside Björn Hettne and Fredrik Söderbaum’s (2002) proposal of a concept of “regionness” as a kind of yardstick of regional construction as I am not convinced of its usefulness. Nevertheless it is at least an attempt to address the problem of regionalism defined in a state-centric way.

2. Quoted in Mackie 2005: 62

3. For example one protagonist/scholar of India’s entry in an Asian Economic community has argued “In the light of the historical context… it can be argued that the 200-year colonial period was but an interregnum and that traditional links can be revived in the current context. (Shanker 2004: 15).

4. Rizal has returned as an emblematic figure for proponents of an Asian Renaissance such as Anwar Ibrahim, the former deputy Prime Minister of Malaysia, imprisoned on trumped up charges between 1998 and 2004. See Anwar 1996  and Anwar 199

5. The above relies on Jaffrelot 2003 and Deshingkar 1999.

6. It is interesting to note that the Asia of Bandung has virtually the same geographical boundaries as that endorsed fifty years later by the  European Commission in which Asia is divided into six sub-regions from central asia to Australia and New Zealand. (European commission 2001)

7. For the Japanese the Asia-Pacific community idea has the advantage of not rekindling memories of a Greater Asian Co-prosperity Zone as well as corresponding to trade relations with the Caucasian side of Asia: US, Australia and NZ. (See Terada 1998

8. For an example of some of the debates provoked amongst the two track policy community  see Tay et al (2002)

9. The study cited is part of a joint research project of the Singapore institute of International Affairs and the Institute of International Relations, a think tank of the government of Taiwan. A development beyond the scope of this paper, but worthy of further study, is the public diplomacy of the Taiwanese in Southeast Asia. These political inititatives parallel the role of Taiwanese companies in the sub-region. Together in the realist logic descibes in this article, Taiwan has become an objective ally of ASEAN in coping with the increasing preponserance of the PRC.

10. On another level the Tokyo-Kuala Lumpur axis in the rethinking of Asia is reflected in the controversial book cowritten by former Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathur with the present governor of Tokyo (Mahathir & Ishihara, 1995) 

11. Quoted in the Nikkei Net Interactive (www.nikkei.co.jp)

12. For example, according to one Australian commentator, a degree of defence autonomy for Australia would require a doubling of expenditure from present levels. Interview with of the Sydney Institute

13.  The expression was first used in a speech by Zheng Bijian, former Vice Principal of the Central Party School of the Chinese Communist Party , at the Boao Forum for Asia in November 2003. For a discussion of the doctrine see Suettinger (2005)

14. Thaksin (in Mahathir et al 2002) justified India’s return to Asia as due to the “forces of globalization” breaking down barriers, economic integration and by an appeal to the historic links across the Bay of Bengal
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