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Constructing communities: the curious case
of East Asian regionalism
DAVID MARTIN JONES AND MICHAEL L. R. SMITH*

Abstract. The prevailing scholarly orthodoxy regarding recent diplomatic initiatives in the
Asia-Pacific assumes that East Asia is evolving into a distinctive regional community. The
orthodoxy attributes this development to the growing influence of the diplomatic practices
espoused by the Association of Southeast Asian States (ASEAN) and its related institutions.
However, a paradox remains, namely: despite the failure of ASEAN’s distinctive practice to
fulfil its rhetorical promise in Southeast Asia both immediately prior to and in the aftermath
of the Asian financial crisis in 1997, it is nevertheless considered sufficient to validate the
projection of ASEAN defined norms onto a wider Pacific canvas. This study analyses how an
academic preference for constructivism has misinterpreted the growth in official rhetoric
extolling East Asian regionalism since 1997 in a way that has helped produce and reinforce this
paradox. By contrast, we contend that government declarations of a developing East Asian
identity actually serve to obscure the continuation of traditional interstate relations and do not
herald any wider, let alone inexorable, movement towards an integrated regional community.

Where do correct ideas come from? Do they drop from the skies? No. Are they innate in the
mind? No. They come from social practice, and from it alone; they come from three kinds of
social practice, the struggle for production, the class struggle and scientific experiment.1

Mao Tse-tung

In November 2005, an ‘East Asian Community’ was formally inaugurated at an
amorphous gathering of states that seeks to integrate in a multilateral forum the ten
nations of the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN)2 with the three
Northeast Asian states: the People’s Republic of China, South Korea and Japan. The
product of lengthy and somewhat convoluted diplomacy, the efficient cause of this
community gathering may be traced to the Asian financial crisis of 1997 and the
perceived economic humiliation of the formerly high performing East and Southeast
Asian economies at the hands of unscrupulous hedge funds and implacable inter-
national institutions like the International Monetary Fund (IMF). In the wake of the
crisis, ASEAN initiated regular annual formal or informal dialogue sessions with the

* The authors extend their grateful thanks to the two anonymous reviewers and the editors of the
Journal for their helpful comments and observations.

1 Mao Tse-tung, Selected Readings from the Works of Mao Tse-tung (Beijing: Foreign Languages
Press, 1971), pp. 502–4.

2 The ASEAN 10 include the original five members: Malaysia, Philippines, Indonesia, Singapore and
Thailand; Brunei which joined in 1986 and Vietnam, Laos, Myanmar and Cambodia which acceded
to ASEAN’s Treaty of Amity and Cooperation and joined the organization between 1995 and
1997.
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three Northeast Asian states in an arrangement termed accurately, if unimagina-
tively, ASEAN+3 to discuss shared economic and security problems. From the
outset the ASEAN way, a set of non-Western norms and processes, purportedly
guided this emergent regional grouping.

Consequently, for the vast majority of academic, media and political commenta-
tors, the formation of the East Asian Community will be the visible expression of the
inward and invisible effectiveness of ASEAN’s distinctive multilateral practice. Thus,
for former Singapore Premier, Lee Kuan Yew, a wider regionalism, under ASEAN
auspices, was ‘an idea that would not go away’.3 Regional scholarship has since the
millennium reinforced Lee’s perception. In 2000, Peter Katzenstein pronounced, ex
cathedra, that East Asian regional integration was ‘an idea whose time has come’,4

whilst in 2002 Richard Stubbs considered ASEAN+3 ‘an evolving and rapidly
developing process’.5

More precisely, for Nikolas Busse a regional identity had emerged from the ‘social
practice and political interaction’ of ASEAN and its interlocutors.6 In Busse’s
constructivist interpretation, ASEAN’s ‘political culture’ and its character as a
distinct social actor had evolved in the process of addressing the Indo-Chinese crisis
between 1978 and 1991. Subsequently, the process of engagement with an emerging
and potentially revisionist China after 1993 both reinforced and extended ASEAN’s
procedural norms for constructing a regional order.7 Following what he considered
Busse’s ‘carefully researched case studies’, but abandoning a ‘parsimonious construc-
tivism’ in favour of an all embracing analytic eclecticism, Katzenstein also considered
ASEAN ‘processes of trust building . . . to be well under way’ across the Asia
Pacific.8

Yet, while Katzenstein warned that the construction of a regional identity might
be a work of decades rather than years, and wisely neglected to specify which states
the region might eventually include, other analysts were both more prescriptive and
more exclusive. These ASEAN scholars, influenced by but less eclectic in their
understanding than Katzenstein, imagined the grouping, over time, evolving from an
already established diplomatic community into a nascent security community.9 For,
Amitav Acharya, the ASEAN process demonstrated ‘how under certain conditions,
weaker states can offer normative leadership in building an institution whose
membership includes all the great powers of the current international system’.10

Similarly, Muthiah Alagappa considered ASEAN’s ‘emphasis on principles and

3 Quoted in Samuel Kim, ‘Regionalization and Regionalism in East Asia’, Journal of East Asian
Studies, 4 (2004), p. 60.

4 Peter Katzenstein, ‘Regionalism and Asia’, New Political Economy, 5 (2000), p. 361.
5 Richard Stubbs, ‘ASEAN Plus Three: Emerging East Asian Regionalism’, Asian Survey, 42 (2002),

p. 440.
6 Nikolas Busse, ‘Constructivism and Southeast Asian Security’, Pacific Review, 12 (1999), p. 59.
7 Ibid., pp. 51–3.
8 Peter Katzenstein and Nobuo Okawara, ‘Japan and Asian Pacific Security’, in J. J. Suh, Peter

Katzenstein and Allen Carlson (eds.), Rethinking Security in East Asia: Identity Power and
Efficiency (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2004), pp. 114–15.

9 See Amitav Acharya, Constructing a Security Community in Southeast Asia: ASEAN and the
Problem of Regional Order (London: Routledge, 2000).

10 Amitav Acharya, ‘Regional Institutions and Asian Security Order: Norms, Power, and Prospects
for Peaceful Change’, in Muthiah Alagappa (ed.), Asian Security Order Instrumental and Normative
Features (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003), p. 211.
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norms as well as its conception of comprehensive security’ emerging ‘from the
weakness of the ASEAN states in power endowment’.11

Paradoxically, this weakness had by no means limited ASEAN’s capacity to
engineer a normative regional order. Analysts sought to explain the paradox, arguing
that regional leaders had ‘frequently asserted that their non-legalistic and consensus-
oriented ASEAN way is a distinctive and workable alternative to a European-style
multilateralism’.12 Thus, they had, through their discourse and practice, effectively
forged an ideational alternative, thereby inducing a sense of ‘we-ness’.13

In a similar vein of mutually reinforcing norms, Dirk Nabers, again employing a
‘social constructivist variant of international relations’, demonstrated that ASEAN
after the Asian financial crisis of 1997–98 had through ‘social communication,
reciprocal speech acts and changing attitudes identities and interests of the states
cooperating with each other’ created ‘the identity of an East Asian community’.14

Similarly, for Alastair Iain Johnston, the ASEAN way was a mythic ‘story about
path dependence and mutual constitution’. The elements of this myth ‘allowed states
to converge on an agreement that established an extremely low level of institution-
alization’ which in turn ‘created a process of social interaction’.15 By 2005, therefore,
the orthodox interpretation of international relations in the Asia Pacific assumed, as
Anthony Smith maintained, that ASEAN was well on the way ‘to socializ[ing] the
[East Asian] region with the same norms and values that have proved successful in
Southeast Asia’.16

The current wave of scholarly enthusiasm for ASEAN’s practice and its apparent
determination of a process of East Asian regional integration induces an eerie feeling
of familiarity. Prior to the Asian financial crisis there was an analogous surge of
scholarly and diplomatic fervour for the utility of ASEAN’s distinctive multilateral
approach to managing security, this time applied to the much narrower regional
context of Southeast Asia. As early as 1990, a characteristically laudatory Australian
study of ASEAN considered it ‘the most successful regional organization of its kind
in the third world’.17 Its distinctive process of conflict management since its inception
in 1967 had transformed ‘intra-ASEAN security relations from enmity, fear, and
rivalry to amity, trust, and cooperation.’18 Between 1990 and 1996, the scholarly

11 Muthiah Alagappa, ‘Constructing Security Order in Asia: Conceptions and Issues’, in Alagappa,
Asian Security Order, p. 76.

12 Acharya, ‘Regional Institutions’, p. 211.
13 Yuen Foong Khong, ‘Coping with Strategic Uncertainty: The Role of Institutions and Soft

Balancing in Southeast Asia’s Post-Cold War Strategy’, in Suh et al., Rethinking Security, p. 189.
14 Dirk Nabers, ‘The Social Construction of International Institutions: The Case of ASEAN+3’,

International Relations of the Asia-Pacific, 3 (2003), pp. 132–3.
15 Alistair Iain Johnston, ‘The Myth of the ASEAN Way? Explaining the Evolution of the ASEAN

Regional Forum’, in Helgas Haftendorn, Robert Keohane and Celeste Wallender (eds.), Imperfect
Unions: Security Institutions over Time and Space (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 290
and 324.

16 Anthony Smith, ‘ASEAN’s Ninth Summit: Solidifying Regional Cohesion, Advancing External
Linkages’, Contemporary Southeast Asia, 26 (2004), p. 432.

17 Frank Frost, ‘Introduction: ASEAN since 1967’, in Alison Broinowski (ed.), ASEAN into the 1990s
(London: Macmillan, 1990), pp. 1–31.

18 Yuen Foong Khong, ‘ASEAN and the Southeast Asia Security Complex’, in Patrick Morgan and
David Lake (eds.), Regional Orders: Building Security in a New World (Philadelphia, PA:
Pennsylvania University Press, 1997), pp. 319–20.
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norm on ASEAN already assumed that ASEAN was a ‘weighty and influential
player in the international system.’19

Significantly, some ASEAN commentators speculated, before the financial crisis,
that ASEAN’s consensus-driven approach ‘might have relevance for other non-
ASEAN states’ in the region.20 Those impressed by ASEAN’s unique diplomatic
evolution between 1990 and 1997, considered that it would eventually fashion a wider
East Asian order. Commentators argued that the ‘activism of the ASEAN members’
had already been ‘amply demonstrated in their domestic, regional, and international
initiatives, and their unwillingness to leave it to others to construct the Asian or
international order for them.’21 Helen Nesadurai believed that their spectacular
economic growth had ‘given the East Asian states a degree of confidence’ that had
‘led a number of their leaders to question the validity and suitability of US norms in
the economic as well as the social and political spheres.’22

The claim that the ASEAN way in multilateral security possessed wider relevance
had received institutional expression in the shape of the ASEAN Regional Forum
(ARF) in the early 1990s. After 1993, this forum sought to project the virtues of
ASEAN’s non-confrontational diplomacy into the wider Pacific arena, thereby
initiating diplomatic links between Northeast and Southeast Asia.23 The formation of
the ARF thus gave institutional credence to the view that ASEAN would become the
cornerstone of a new Asia-Pacific-wide regional management process in which the
Association would form the ‘hub of confidence-building activities and preventive
diplomacy’ and constitute the ‘key building block for a new global community.’24

By 1997, however, two factors seemed destined to undermine this premonitory
snuffling of ASEAN guided regionalism. Firstly, the emergence of China as an
increasingly influential regional actor and its aggressive conduct over the disputed
ownership of the Spratly Islands in the South China Sea between 1995 and 1997,
demonstrated severe limitations to the ARF process. Secondly, 1997, the year which
saw the peak of the first wave of scholarly enthusiasm for the ASEAN way, also
witnessed an unprecedented financial crisis that devastated the tiger economies of
Southeast Asia. During the crisis, rather than bonding, ASEAN leaders engaged in
unseemly mutual recriminations. The Association itself stood impotent in the face of
both financial meltdown and the growing internal political discord in its member
states that accompanied it. Therefore, one might have thought that the ineffectiveness
of the ARF between 1993 and 1997 and the absence of a coordinated regional
economic response to the 1997 financial crisis would have destroyed the credibility of
the ASEAN way and its Southeast Asian, let alone wider East Asian, application.

Curiously, this was not the case. In the post-crisis era, evidence of political and
economic failure that empirically undermined assertions of the grouping’s wider
relevance, was reinterpreted in such a way that supported the notion that ASEAN’s
norms formed the ideational basis for an integrated East Asian region. Former

19 Jörn Dorsch and Manfred Mols, ‘Thirty Years of ASEAN: Achievements and Challenges’, Pacific
Review, 11 (1998), p. 168.

20 Khong, ‘ASEAN’, p. 320.
21 Davis Bobrow, Steve Chan and Simon Reich, ‘Southeast Asian Prospects and Realities: American

Hopes and Fears’, Pacific Review, 9 (1996), p. 27.
22 Helen Nesadurai, ‘APEC: A Tool for US Regional Domination’, Pacific Review, 9 (1996), p. 51.
23 See Sheldon Simon, ‘Security Prospects in Southeast Asia: Collaborative Efforts and the ASEAN

Regional Forum’, Pacific Review, 11 (1998), pp. 204–9.
24 Jose Almonte, ‘Ensuring the ‘‘ASEAN Way’’ ’, Survival, 39 (1997–98), p. 80 and 90.
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Singapore Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong claimed in 1998, that the ‘regional crisis
does not spell the end of Asia’s progress . . . the reforms now being adopted in most
countries will lay the foundations for a stronger and leaner Asia.’25 Regional analysis,
as we have indicated, echoed this assumption. Summating the revised orthodoxy,
James Ferguson contended that, ‘the dynamics of the crisis . . . rather than
debilitating ASEAN’ could reinvigorate regional organisations.26

How is it possible to proceed from the proposition that ASEAN, pre-1997,
represented a successful model of economic and political development that merited
the expansion of its institutional framework into the broader East Asian region, to
the premise that its economic and political failure post-1997 equally vindicated the
projection of its diplomatic formulas into the wider region? This study investigates
this discrepancy. It will show not merely that the claims advanced for ASEAN’s
relevance pre- and post-crisis are incompatible, but also how and why ASEAN
scholarship’s latest methodological fashion, constructivism, enables both academic
and diplomatic accounts of the regional process to move from proposition to
contradiction unencumbered by critical reflection. The absence of critical introspec-
tion in this field, we shall contend, means that regional myths are not easily refuted
even when confronted by empirical evidence to the contrary.

Discourse and its discontents: the 1997 economic crisis

The obvious place to begin tracing the inconsistencies in regionalist discourse is with
an assessment of the political reactions to the 1997 economic crisis. This event
represented a critical discontinuity in recent Asia-Pacific international relations.27

Moving from the boundless optimism of the Pacific Century to fiscal disaster within
the space of a few months shook regional self-confidence. The fact that the financial
contagion had spread from Southeast Asia to Northeast Asia, most notably South
Korea, evoked feelings of collective Asian shame. Embarrassingly, the once high-
performing economies of Thailand, Indonesia and South Korea required the
assistance of the IMF, and had to submit to externally imposed fiscal constraints in
return for financial aid.

It was from the perception of collective humiliation by essentially ‘Western’
institutions like the IMF and World Bank that the felt need for greater regional
solidarity emerged. Initially, this took the form of blaming the IMF for aggravating
the crisis by its demands for economic restructuring and financial reform. The IMF,
it was claimed, was insensitive to local feelings. In Indonesia, the Southeast Asian
economic disaster area par excellence, ‘Western financial institutions’ misunderstood

25 Goh Chok Tong, ‘The Asian Economic Crisis: Challenges for the US’, Speech to United States
Chamber of Commerce, Washington DC, 22 September 1998.

26 R. James Ferguson, ‘East Asian Regionalism: The Challenge of Political Reform and Systemic
Crisis in the Late 1990s’, Centre for the Study of Globalisation and Regionalisation Conference,
‘After the Global Crises: What Next for Regionalism’, University of Warwick, 16–18 September
1999, pp. 4–5.

27 Although as James Cotton has pointed out, it could be argued that ASEAN’s internal failure as a
multilateral organisation had already been exposed by its failure to address its home-grown
problem of the ‘haze’ crisis of 1997–98. James Cotton, ‘The ‘‘Haze’’ Over Southeast Asia:
Challenging the ASEAN Mode of Regional Engagement,’ Pacific Affairs, 72 (1999), pp. 331–51.
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Indonesian culture.28 According to Katzenstein: ‘The IMF’s approach helped push
General Suharto to tap into a deep strain of Javanese nationalism. The result were
[sic] deadly anti-Chinese pogroms and the downfall of the regime.’29 Evidently, it was
culturally insensitive to expect Indonesian leaders either to acknowledge their
economic shortcomings or respond pragmatically to pressure exerted by inter-
national institutions.

Whilst academic and media critics in both western and East Asian universities,
NGOs and think tanks blamed the IMF for its insensitivity toward ASEAN styles of
governance, the evolving regional narrative ascribed the cause of the crisis to US-
dominated global funds that ruthlessly shifted ‘hot’ money in and out of Asia.30 In
1998 former Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad identified a cabal of
primarily Jewish hedge-fund managers and derivative traders in New York, Chicago
and London who manipulated Asian currency markets in order to profit from their
wild fluctuations.31 A variant of this thesis found its way into academic commentary.
Jeffrey Sachs and Joseph Stiglitz considered the financial crisis a result of unregulated
global financial markets rather than the economic shortcomings of Southeast Asian
finance ministers. Elsewhere, Ferguson considered the crisis primarily the fault of the
US government that had permitted ‘an unregulated release of financial capitalism’ in
the early 1990s. Subsequently the US cynically manipulated the IMF, endeavouring
‘both . . . to limit the scale of the baling out and demanding a strongly interventionist
role in return for aid.’32

Casting blame for the crisis on actors outside the region, therefore, found a hidden
Western/Jewish hand undermining Asia’s economic growth and reputation. Unsub-
stantiated claims about the indifference of both the IMF and the US government to
Asian sensibilities, coupled with angst about the pace and shape of global capitalism,
cumulatively supported the theory of a carefully orchestrated conspiracy against the
region. Shifting responsibility westward also enabled largely unaccountable East
Asian political elites to evade their own long term causal role in the crisis. Before the
crisis, ASEAN politicians and scholar-bureaucrats proclaimed the virtue of a
non-liberal Asian way of managing political and economic development.33 Yet, it was
this atypically Asian synergy between government and business that permitted the
cronyism and lack of accountability that initially precipitated financial uncertainty
about the region. At the same time, the ASEAN states had actively utilised the open
and increasingly globalised financial and trading arrangements which emerged at the
end of the Cold War, to attract the foreign direct investment that drove double-digit
economic growth in the years prior to 1997. Only governments inured to uncritical
support would assume that international financial institutions would agree that the
remedy to the region’s ills lay in the more forceful application of tried, and failed,
Asian economic values.

28 Peter Katzenstein, ‘Regionalism in Asia’, Centre for the Study of Globalisation and
Regionalisation Conference, ‘After the Global Crises: What Next for Regionalism’, University of
Warwick, 16–18 September 1999, p. 19.

29 Ibid., p. 19.
30 Harry Harding, ‘Wanted: Asian-US Asian Cooperation’, Straits Times, 22 October 1998.
31 See Mahathir Mohamad, A New Deal for Asia (Kuala Lumpur: Pelanduk Press, 1999), p. 7.
32 Ferguson, ‘East Asian Regionalism’.
33 See Kishore Mahbubani, ‘The United States: Go East Young Man’ Washington Quarterly, 17

(1994), pp. 5–23, and ‘The Pacific Way’, Foreign Affairs, 74 (1995), pp. 100–11.
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The growing belief that the outside world had neglected Asia in its hour of need
fed a burgeoning sense of resentment and incited the idea of East Asian regionalism.
Regionalism offered the promise of Asian solutions for Asian problems. It would
engender growing interdependence and secure the region against future, externally
induced, shocks. As deputy Prime Minster of Thailand, Supachai Panitchpakdi
explained in 2000: ‘We cannot rely on the World Bank, Asian Development Bank, or
International Monetary Fund . . . we must rely [instead] on regional cooperation.’34

In the months following the economic crisis, ASEAN sought to establish a
dialogue partnership with Northeast Asia through the new mechanism of an East
Asian Summit (EAS). At the first summit, held in Kuala Lumpur in December 1997,
the leaders of ASEAN discussed regional possibilities with their peers from China,
Japan and South Korea. At the 6th ASEAN summit in Hanoi in December 1998 they
agreed to formalise these meetings into the arrangement now known as ‘ASEAN+3’.
This would, ‘move ASEAN onto a higher plane of regional cooperation in order to
strengthen ASEAN’s effectiveness in dealing with the challenges of growing interde-
pendence within ASEAN and of its integration into the global economy.35

In order to achieve greater cohesion, the South Korean President Kim Dae-Jung
proposed an ‘East Asia Vision Group’ that would report on ideas to deepen
long-term cooperation among members of the ASEAN+3 grouping.36 This took the
initial form of suggestions for trade liberalisation, tariff reductions and strengthening
the ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA).37 Japan proposed an Asian Monetary Fund
calibrated, unlike the IMF, to regional sensitivities. Japanese Prime Minister
Junichiro Koizumi endorsed this sentiment in Singapore in January 2002, assever-
ating that East Asia should evolve into a ‘community’ that ‘acts together and
advances together’. Such an integrated East Asian ‘whole’, Koizumi maintained,
would ‘be greater than the sum of its parts’, adding that while ‘our pasts may be
varied and divergent . . . our futures can be united and supportive.’38 Koizumi’s
speech considered Southeast Asia’s political destiny linked to that of Northeast Asia,
arguing further that ASEAN+3 constituted the institutional framework for forging
a common East Asian destiny. The promotion of East Asian integration thus became
the principal justification for subsequent ASEAN+3 summits and constituted the
most important regional political reaction to the financial crisis, becoming the
‘embryo of an East Asian regional organization’.39

The most distinctive feature of ASEAN+3 was that it expressed a restricted
understanding of regionalism. Unlike inclusive trans-Pacific groupings like the ARF,
ASEAN+3 was exclusive, effectively drawing the boundaries of ‘East Asia’ in a way
that ruled out those countries on its periphery, most, notably, the ‘Western’ liberal
democracies – the United States, Australia and New Zealand. In this respect, the new
arrangement bore a family resemblance to the East Asian Economic Caucus (EAEC),

34 The Nation (Bangkok), 10 June 2000.
35 Point 5, Hanoi Declaration, 6th ASEAN Summit, 16 December 1998, Southeast Asian Science

Policy Advisory Network, at: 〈http://www.icsea.or.id/sea-span/1198/RG1228LL.htm〉.
36 East Asia Vision Group Report, Towards an East Asian Community: Region of Peace, Prosperity

and Progress (Seoul: Korea Institute for Economic Policy, 2001).
37 See Hadi Soesastro, ‘Whither ASEAN+3?’, Regional Trading Arrangements: Stocktake and Next

Steps (Pacific Economic Cooperation Council), Trade Policy Forum, Bangkok, 12–13 June 2001,
pp. 6–11.

38 Quoted in Ignatius Low, ‘Wanted: An E. Asian ‘‘Community’’ ’, Straits Times, 16 January 2002.
39 Soestro, ‘Whither ASEAN+3?’, p. 1.
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a putative caucus without Caucasians, comprising the ASEAN states along with a
number of Northeast Asian states like Japan, South Korea, Taiwan and Hong Kong,
and proposed by Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir in 1992 to act as a counter-
weight to US influence in the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum.
The EAEC never achieved institutional form, but it nevertheless foreshadowed an
inchoate regional sentiment that, for both regional officials and analysts alike,
constituted the procrustean framework for constructing the East Asian region.

Constructing a community

East Asia’s indigenous scholarship naturally welcomed the wider regionalist thinking
that dominated diplomatic conversation between East Asia’s capitals after 1998.
The various regional centres for strategic and international studies were from the
mid-1990s complicit in promoting and formulating the norms that constituted the
ASEAN process.40 In this endeavour, they were fortuitously supported by an
emerging methodological fashion in international relations that both explained and
endorsed this new momentum. Social constructivism, a theory of knowledge that
achieved growing prominence in United States and United Kingdom university
departments from the late 1990s, maintained that discursive activity constructs our
understanding of reality. Applied to international relations, constructivism empha-
sised the primacy of ideational factors in the constitution of state interests. This
premise was not, of itself, particularly original. Philosophy post-Bishop Berkeley and
Gilbert Ryle, psychoanalysis after Freud and sociological inquiry since Herbert
Mead had all attempted, at various times, to analyse, reveal or deconstruct the
factors that compose identities and create languages for self-understanding and
self-disclosure. In a late developing Anglo-Saxon international relations theory,
though, its moment arrived on the scholarly scene via the influential studies
Alexander Wendt and others published from the early 1990s.41

According to Wendt, constructivism investigated ‘how knowledgeable practices
constitute subjects’.42 It sought to demonstrate, further, that it was the process of
inter-activity with other agents in a social system that determined the understanding
of the structure of that system. In Social Theory of International Politics (1999)
Wendt showed that anarchy in the international system was a consequence of social
processes and, therefore, not given by fixed, material conditions. From this it follows
that the study of norms in global politics are central as they construct the social
identities of agents in the international system, and this helps define perceptions of
the state and its interests.

40 See Carolina Hernandez, ‘The ASEAN-ISIS and CSCAP Experience’, in Sharon Siddique and Sree
Kumar (eds.), The 2nd ASEAN Reader (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2003),
pp. 280–1.

41 Alexander Wendt, ‘Anarchy is What States Make of It: The Social Construction of Power Politics’,
International Organization, 46 (1992), pp. 391–425; ‘Collection Identity Formation and the
International State’, American Political Science Review, 88 (1992), pp. 384–6; and Social Theory of
International Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). Wendt’s views are in several
places anticipated by Nicholas Onuf, A World of Our Making: Rules and Rule in Social Theory and
International Relations (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1989).

42 Wendt, ‘Anarchy is What States Make of It’, p. 394.

172 David Martin Jones and Michael L. R. Smith



Constructivism’s appeal for many contemporary social scientists lies in the
possibility of a transformative international politics that the theory intimates. For the
central tenet of constructivism holds that the continuing process of socialisation can
reconstitute identities and interests.43 As Wendt explains, ‘. . . the process by which
egoists learn to cooperate is at the same time a process of reconstructing their
interests in terms of shared commitments to social norms. Over time, this will tend to
transform a positive interdependence of outcomes into a positive interdependence of
utilities or collective interest organized around the norms question.’ Thus, the
‘process of cooperating’ will assist in ‘reconstituting identities and interests in terms
of new inter-subjective understandings and commitments’.44

What Wendt means is that through the process of interactive communication and
exchange, actors in the international system can free themselves from the debilitating
burden of self-interested, competitive state relations. A felt need for interdependence
and a common destiny can eventually transcend egotistical state identities and forge
a group identity that will, in turn, fashion new norms that establish an alternative
pattern of interests, displacing older, more restrictive identities. Central to construc-
tivist understandings is that, once formed, norms can assume their own dynamic,
even if the actors that first voiced them intended something otherwise. Ultimately,
norms can redefine interests in a way that may eventually subsume individual state
identities within wider collectivities. Unsurprisingly, the geopolitical discourse of
medium powers and NGOs, which seeks to shape distinctive regions from nations
and states, yields easily to the constructivist perspective.

Much criticism of Wendt’s thesis focused upon the lack of hard data to support his
theory.45 It was serendipitous, therefore, that the evolving debate over East Asian
regionalism occurred when constructivism’s recruits in International Relations
schools sought to apply the latest methodology to actual cases in the field of
international relations. From the late 1990s onward, a proliferation of constructivist
studies analysing the developmental norms shaping the Asia-Pacific region appeared
in the leading journals in the field. Examining the ‘speech acts’ of Asian leaders and
picking over the ‘interpretive schemes’ that emerged from regional colloquies,
enabled analysts to validate methodologically that ‘East Asia and Southeast Asia are
beginning to emerge, through debates and controversies’. ASEAN, of course, played
a crucial role in the process of ‘region-wide community building and the formation
of a collective identity’.46 This socialisation process demonstrated that ‘the East
Asian region is so closely connected in political, economic, social and ecological
terms that it is impossible to consider one state’s fate independently from another’.47

Defining a region

Despite the confidence with which regional analysts endorse developments in the
Asia-Pacific, a number of theoretical and practical challenges present themselves.

43 Jeffrey Legro, ‘The Transformation of Policy Ideas’, American Journal of Political Science, 44 (July
2000), pp. 419–32.

44 Wendt, ‘Anarchy is What States Make of It’, p. 417.
45 See Dale Copeland, ‘The Constructivist Challenge to Structural Realism’, International Security, 25

(2000), p. 209.
46 Nabers, ‘The Social Construction’, p. 130.
47 Ibid., p. 132.
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Critics have noted, for example, that constructivism may entail a logical absurdity. If
constitutive processes are all, all phenomena collapse back into language. This robs
constructivism itself of any meaning. As Dale Copeland observes, if human agents
were merely ‘puppets of the ideational environment in which they find themselves’
then ‘each would exist simply as a socially conditioned ‘‘Me’’, without the free-willed
‘‘I’’ capable of resisting the socialization process’.48 Such over-determining condi-
tioning would undermine any prospect of transforming the structure of the inter-
national system through rhetorical interaction – the very thing that constructivists
often want to show is possible.

Constructivist attempts at theory testing have thus been critiqued as superficial,49

often bearing an uncomfortable resemblance to Jorge Luis Borges’ fiction Tlön,
Uqbar, Orbis Tertius. For Borges, a keen student of Berkeleyan idealism, the people
of Tlön constructed a world that is not a concurrence of objects in space, but a
heterogeneous series of independent acts. Interestingly, the metaphysicians of Tlön,
endlessly fascinated by system building, find truth or its approximation devoid of
interest. Instead, they pursue a ‘kind of amazement’.50 Rather than the fantastic
systems of Tlön, the constructivist metaphysicians of East Asian international
relations pursue ‘positive norms’. This endeavour assumes that the transformation of
identities promotes cooperation and is thus an innately benevolent process.51

Consequently, Alagappa argues that, ‘The ASEAN approach emphasises princi-
ples, norms and rules as the key to regulate international interaction’, and privileges
multilateral institutions designed ‘to reduce the role of power’.52 Such a preference
tends to ignore negative norms that may equally well explain or influence inter-
national behaviour.53 Furthermore, as other critics have suggested, cooperative
behaviour between some actors inevitably generates competitive behaviour against
others.54 Yet, those who apply a constructivist ontology to international relations
often overlook any discomforting effects of normative processes, evident, for
example, in the exclusive character of the ASEAN+3 process.

Such limitations notwithstanding, what we can dispute is not whether identities
are capable of changing over time – an idea which most social scientists would
probably accept – but whether, beyond the discursive level of speech acts and
rhetorical exhortation to regional unity, constructivism explains the actual conduct
of Asia-Pacific international relations and whether, as it further contends, genuine
transformation has occurred via the ASEAN process in that conduct. Does discursive
practice in international relations in this respect accurately forecast political change,
or does it rather produce the strategically useful illusion of transformation?

48 Copeland, ‘The Constructivist Challenge’, p. 197.
49 See Ronen Palen, ‘A World of Their Making: An Evaluation of the Constructivist Critique in

International Relations’, Review of International Studies, 26 (2000), pp. 575–98. See also John
Sidel’s review of The Quest for Identity: International Relations of Southeast Asia, in Survival, 43
(2001), p. 162.

50 Jorge Luis Borges, ‘Tlön Uqbar Orbis Tertius’, in Ficciones (New York: Grove Press, 1962), p. 25.
51 Martha Finnemore and Kathryn Sikkink, ‘Taking Stock: The Constructivist Research Program in

International Relations and Comparative Politics, Annual Review of Political Science, 4 (2001),
pp. 403–4.

52 Alagappa, ‘Constructing’, p. 77.
53 Robert Jervis, ‘Realism in the Study of World Politics’, International Organization, 54 (1998),
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It is a question that has obvious importance for the Asia-Pacific given that
Southeast Asian regionalism in the post-Cold War period from 1990 to 1997,
manifestly failed to fulfil its rhetorical promise. This failure provides both an
empirical and discursive framework to assess current claims about the direction and
character of East Asian regionalisation. For it is evident that between 1990 and 1997
ASEAN’s assertion of regional harmony, concord, consensus and stability served
only to obscure the reality of a loose collection of insecure post-colonial states, briefly
united for a few decades by their self-denying ordinance of non-interference in their
internal affairs and a shared opposition to communism, leaving them ill-prepared for
the conditions of durable international disorder that would confront them after
1997.55 The economic crisis, in fact, revealed how little of substance there was to these
rhetorical claims of cooperation as each of the major states in ASEAN looked abroad
or to its own resources to survive the financial crisis.

A value-neutral political scientist would, therefore, find in the ASEAN case
between 1990 and 1997 evidence to demonstrate the failure of a normatively driven
regional project. Aware of the causes of that failure, our putative scientist might be
inclined to exercise a degree of caution when presented with new claims by the
proponents of the previous failure that they have engineered a bigger, bolder and
better arrangement. Instead, the current literature on East Asian regionalism
endorses and supports, on a broader East Asian arena, the claims first made by
Southeast Asian autocracies and semi-democracies and their scholar-bureaucracies in
the 1990s, accepting as fact rhetorical statements that East Asian community-
building has positively transformed the international relations of the Asia Pacific.
Acharya, for instance, maintains that ‘Asia is moving along the same trajectory of
greater interdependence, institutionalisation and political transformation as Europe
did in the past centuries, and there can be reasonable hope that their pathways will
converge more fully in the long-term future’.56

If we probe deeper into the international relations of the Asia-Pacific, however, we
can discern that this understanding of East Asian transformation into a coherent
region is dangerously misconceived. Events between 1994 and 2004 – including the
disputes between China and almost all the ASEAN states over the South China Seas,
which remain unresolved, to the very different post-meltdown political and economic
experiences of North and Southeast Asian states – suggests that the current ‘trajec-
tory’, far from propelling Asia towards European style integration, is travelling along
a rather different ‘pathway’.

In particular, the very notion of ‘East Asia’, let alone an East Asian community,
presents acute definitional problems. If regions are essentially discursive creations
formed by the interplay of language and politics, which in due course conditions the
thinking of governing elites and a wider public over time, then what constitutes East
Asia remains imprecise. Thus, while the idea of a ‘Southeast Asia’ emerged from the
formation of a British theatre of operations in World War II – South East Asia
Command – and is currently framed by membership of ASEAN, no such boundary
markers frame East Asia. Indeed ‘Asia’ has always been something of a movable

55 See Philip Cerny, ‘The New Security Dilemma Revisited: Neo-Medievalism and the Limits of
Hegemony’, in Peter Dombrowski (ed.), The Political Economy of International Security in the 21st
Century (Boulder, CO: Lynne Reiner, 2005).

56 Quoted in Lim Kim Chew, ‘Long and Bumpy Road to Asian Integration’, Straits Times, 11 July
2003.

The curious case of East Asian regionalism 175



feast. The term, together with its sub-variants: ‘East Asia’; ‘Southeast Asia’; and
‘Northeast Asia’, not to mention ‘Farther India’ and ‘Indochina’, arose not from the
states integral to that ‘region’, but from political actors external to it, most notably
during the period of European colonial expansion from the seventeenth century
onwards. ‘Asia’ was an essentially European construct that gave rise to misleadingly
monolithic images of the Orient that still persist.

Because of Asia’s historically nebulous character, it is necessary to exercise caution
when interpreting signs of its evolution into a coherent ‘East Asian’ regional form. As
John Ravenhill observes: ‘Statements by East Asian political leaders at regional
forums affirming such an identity and a new commonality of interests have to be read
in the particular context in which they were made and not be assumed to translate
automatically into new collaborative outcomes.’57 Further, not only are declarations
of regional solidarity frequently made for political effect, they also conceal very
different understandings of what the putative region entails. Hence, Japanese Prime
Minister Koizumi’s call for an East Asian community envisaged the ASEAN+3
framework broadening to embrace countries like Australia and New Zealand and a
wider free trade area.58 This contrasts with Malaysia’s push, initially supported by
China, for a more segregated understanding of the region. In the latter view, as
Rafidah Aziz, the Malaysian trade minister explained, non-Asiatic countries like
Australia and New Zealand ‘are [not part] of the region’.59

Uncertainty over who or what constitutes this East Asian entity raises an
additional question: can any arrangement so broadly and ambivalently conceived
address the diverse economic and security problems confronting the Asia-Pacific? As
we have seen, the main impetus for regional expansion sprang from the 1997 financial
crisis which inspired visions of pan-Asian cooperation strengthening regional econ-
omic resilience, and prompted plans for an Asian monetary fund, the reduction of
tariff barriers and regional free trade. Scrutiny of trans-Pacific economic and trade
cooperation reveals, however, that progress in this area has been negligible. The
regional monetary fund rapidly shrunk into a fiscally limited swap arrangement,
whilst there are entrenched differences over what form regional economic coopera-
tion should take. Political entities like Hong Kong and Singapore favour trade
liberalisation, while others, like Malaysia, prefer mutual technical and economic
assistance aimed more at developing an economically defensible ‘fortress Asia’.60

Efforts within the AFTA and APEC frameworks to reduce tariff barriers remain
commitments largely in theory. Whilst AFTA ostensibly sought to reduce tariffs to
zero by 2010, in practice numerous commodities are placed on a Temporary
Exclusion List, a General Exception List or a Sensitive List (excluded permanently
from any liberalisation).61 Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand continuously re-
negotiate trade ‘sensitive’ items while extending their protection of key industrial and
agricultural sectors well beyond the next decade.62 The inconsistent approach to

57 John Ravenhill, ‘A Three Bloc World? New East Asian Regionalism’, International Politics of the
Asia Pacific, 2 (2002), p. 175.

58 Low, ‘Wanted: An E. Asian ‘‘Community’’ ’.
59 Quoted in Asia Times Online, 8 March 2001, cited in Nabers, ‘The Social Construction’, p. 121.
60 See Ravenhill, ‘A Three Bloc World?’, p. 178.
61 Soesastro, ‘Whither ASEAN+3?’, pp. 3–6.
62 Paul Bowles, ‘ASEAN, AFTA and the ‘‘New Regionalism’’ ’, Pacific Affairs, 70 (1997). As Bowles
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integration but to make the region more attractive to foreign direct investment, p. 229.
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inter-Asian trade deepening was exposed in 2001 when arch pan-Asianist Prime
Minister Mahathir warned of the danger to Southeast Asian investment and
economic growth posed by the increasing flow of imported goods from, and foreign
direct investment into, China.63

ASEAN’s poor record of trade integration, in fact, ‘has been punctuated by some
member states flouting even its modest demands’ and provides ‘little reason for
confidence that rapid progress will be made’ across the broader Asia-Pacific.64 A
recent exercise in ASEAN bonding, the ‘Bali Concord 11’, declared at the ninth
ASEAN summit in October 2003, demonstrated the difficulty. The Concord envis-
aged an ASEAN ‘community’ built on the pillars of political, security, economic and
socio-cultural cooperation.65 Yet, the Concord essentially updated the Treaty of
Amity and Cooperation (TAC) of 1976, which enshrines the principle of non-
interference in the affairs of member states, that had failed to integrate the region in
the past. The reinforced community, despite its fashionably constructivist phraseol-
ogy, remains tied to a principle of non-interference, whilst its economic integration
continues to be consensus – rather than rule – driven. Consequently, the Concord
does not foresee an integrated economic community emerging anytime before 2020.

Economic integration, to the extent that it has taken place, occurs through
bilateral free trade agreements between states both within and outside the putative
community/region. The US, Australia, China, Japan, Singapore and Thailand are all
actively pursuing bilateral trade agreements. Singapore signalled its frustration with
the pace of trade liberalisation in the ASEAN economic community by concluding a
bilateral free trade agreement with New Zealand in January 2001, and Australia in
2003, which contradicted its ostensible commitment to regional solidarity.66 China is
actively negotiating free trade agreements with both the ASEAN grouping and
Australia.

A community of ambivalence

If the attempt to deepen and extend inter-Asian trade possesses only rhetorical rather
than real economic transactional integration, how will a wider regional bloc cope
with the even more difficult problems that afflict the security order in the Asia-Pacific?
ASEAN has been unable to resolve underlying grievances and intramural tensions
amongst its own membership. Nevertheless, the presumption persists that the
organisation’s machinery, its inculcation of norms of good regional behaviour and
diplomatic style can address the protracted security issues that trouble Northeast
Asia. However, the regional security architecture evinces little capacity to address
complex problems that include inter alia: deep-seated Sino-Japanese cultural, econ-
omic and territorial rivalry; China’s claims to Taiwan and the suzerainty of the South
China Seas; North Korea and its dangerously unstable nuclear programme; as well

63 Ravenhill, ‘A Three Bloc World?’, p. 182.
64 Ibid., p. 182.
65 For the Declaration of ASEAN Concord 11 (Bali Concord 11) see 〈http//www.aseansec.org/
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66 Ibid., p. 181.
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as sensitive ‘internal’ matters concerning human rights, good governance, environ-
mental degradation, domestic instability, crime and terrorism. Many of these internal
problems like pollution from forest fires, terrorism and crime have transnational
ramifications.

ASEAN’s attempt to demonstrate its security effectiveness via the ARF assumed
that the success of the organisation’s conflict-avoidance mechanisms could be
transferred across East Asia. In practice, the ARF simply reflected ASEAN’s
preferred strategy of consensus diplomacy, which manages problems rather than
solves them. In fact, a variety of ARF-inspired workshops and ministerial dialogue
sessions have made little impact on the security issues that they have considered. This
has been evident since the ARF’s earliest efforts to manage the evolving dispute over
oil and gas reserves beneath the South China Seas. Given that a number of ASEAN
states claim parts of the seas, while China claims the lot, it would appear to be a
conflict amenable to both ASEAN-style management and also an opportunity to
induct China into the regional norms of responsible behaviour that the ARF seeks to
extend northwards.

The results have been disappointing. China has studiously avoided attempts to
follow an ASEAN-designed multilateral dialogue to deal with the crisis. Somewhat
predictably, when China’s occupation of the aptly named Mischief Reef in March
1995 disturbed regional sensibilities, ASEAN members could not formulate a
consensus amongst themselves as a basis for any agreed approach to the disputed
islands.67 Instead, to the extent China negotiates at all, it is on a bilateral basis, whilst
at no time relinquishing its historic claim to treat the South China Sea as a greater
Chinese lake. Although China’s treatment of the dispute moderated after 1997 and in
2002 China signed an ASEAN-negotiated Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in
the South China Seas, which committed it to resolve ‘territorial and jurisdictional
disputes by peaceful means’, it has by no means tempered its claim.68 Nor, as shall be
indicated below, does this evolving Chinese interest in the ARF process indicate a
new-found comfort with ASEAN style consensus and multilateralism.

The, at best ambivalent, performance of the ARF, like the failure of ASEAN
regionalism in the wake of the 1997 economic crisis, should have been sufficient to
query expectations that a broader multilateral arrangement would have the capacity
to address the wider region’s security problems. Even so, the view persists that the
involvement of a triumvirate of regional powers, China, Japan and South Korea
guided by ASEAN diplomatic processes, will constitute a framework capable of
regulating the region’s affairs.69

Central to ASEAN’s regional vision, dating from the 1971 Declaration of a Zone
of Peace Freedom and Neutrality (ZOPFAN), has been the aspiration to enhance
regional integration free from great-power interference. Nonetheless, this aspiration
ignores the further and critical strategic question of how this prospective community
can operate without the active participation of the United States. Given that the US

67 Allen Whiting, ‘ASEAN Eyes China: The Security Dimension’, in Guoli Liu (ed.), Chinese Foreign
Policy in Transition (New York: Aldine De Gruyter, 2004), pp. 250–1.

68 Declaration of the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea, 〈http//www.aseansec.org/13165.htm〉,
accessed 29 November 2004.

69 For positive assessments of China’s embrace of this process see David Shambaugh ‘China Engages
Asia Reshaping the Regional Order,’ International Security, 29 (2004), pp. 64–99 and Alastair Iain
Johnston, ‘Is China a Status Quo Power?’, International Security, 27 (2003), pp. 5–56.
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is the major power in the Pacific, any long term effort to reduce the influence of
‘outside’ powers must mean excluding the US. Here another difficulty appears
because a majority of the ASEAN states welcome, to various extents, the presence of
a benign US hegemony across the Asia-Pacific, both to mitigate the numerous
inter-Asian security dilemmas and specifically to balance the potentially destabilising
rivalries of the region’s major powers, namely Japan and an increasingly assertive
China. Indeed, as Buszynski observed, China adopted a more conciliatory attitude
towards the Spratly dispute, not as a result of its acclimatisation to ASEAN norms
but because it feared pushing a number of ASEAN states ‘militarily closer to the
US’.70 ASEAN’s practical dependence upon the US security umbrella, whilst
rhetorically committing itself to schemes for enhanced internal regional resilience
that imply a diminution in US regional power, only creates ambivalence. Yet at no
time since ASEAN assumed the character of a US proxy in the wake of the Guam
doctrine (1969) have Southeast Asian politicians or scholars sought to address or
question this constituting ambivalence.

Moreover, extending this ambivalence to ASEAN+3, and exacerbating it by
excluding the US from the broader Asian security ‘community’, risks disrupting the
delicately calibrated understanding of balance in the Asia-Pacific. In the past, only
Mahathir Mohamad in conjunction with the odd Japanese ultra-nationalist like
Shintaro Ishihara, was associated (outside China) with promoting anti-Americanism
as a basis for a pan-Asian identity.71 Post-meltdown and post-September 11,
however, this viewpoint has received growing scholarly endorsement, notably from a
Singapore School of constructivist security analysis. Blending a Wendtian concern
for multilateral norms with post-financial crisis resentiment, this emerging school has
promoted the thesis that it is the United States hegemon that threatens the
construction of a new and purposeful East Asian regional identity. Thus, Kwa and
Tan represent the ‘mood in East Asia’ as one which increasingly resents American
‘arrogance’ and the ‘evangelistic zeal of US foreign policymakers to remake East
Asia into an annex of Americana, or, failing that an authoritarian Other’.72 Likewise,
Goh’s constructivist analysis of the impact of American foreign policy upon Asia
implies, somewhat confusingly, that the US is responsible for causing the war on
terrorism that now confronts it.73 Meanwhile, Acharya considers that one of the
major ‘challenges’ ASEAN faces is that of ‘American unilateralism’.74

Precisely why ‘American unilateralism’ poses a ‘challenge’ to ASEAN and East
Asian regionalism is never explained. The implication, though, is that ASEAN
should collaborate with the rising regional power, China, to constrain US influence.
Such a radical reversal of ASEAN’s traditional perception of China seems immedi-
ately feasible only in the imagined community of Southeast Asian academe.
Such officially-endorsed regional scholarly orthodoxy only adds the Pelion of
constructivist methodology to the Ossa of regional incoherence. For, ultimately, the
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only constructive role ASEAN+3 can play in the increasingly complex security
dilemma that faces the Asia-Pacific region is not to co-opt China into an anti-US
crusade, but to constrain its regionally assertive proclivities through diplomatic
engagement. At most, ASEAN+3 can extend the ASEAN way involving ‘a
commitment to carry on with consultations without any specific formula or modality
for achieving a desired outcome’,75 to the wider Asia Pacific. The fulfilment of even
this modest goal seems unlikely given the ARF’s ineffectual management of the
Spratly dispute and China’s inflexible approach towards other problems, like
Taiwan, that it regards as matters of non-negotiable sovereignty. Again one might
suppose all this would induce a habit of scepticism amongst scholars when any loose
alliance of states riven by ethnic differences, historic jealousies, territorial disputes
and a litany of mutual antipathies, claims, but fails to manifest, a capacity to resolve
the problems that confront them.

Instead, we find a pattern of uncritical scholarship reinforcing failed multilateral
initiatives repeating itself. Central to this pattern is the mistake of confusing process
with progress. Analysts discover in the latest ASEAN-inspired ministerial meeting,
declaration of concord, or adoption of unenforceable commitments to realise forms
of low-level cooperation, proof of the transformative socialisation processes that
‘identify a compelling imperative for further institutionalisation’.76 In other words,
an interesting convergence of a highly questionable, but scholarly-appealing, method
combines with the official ideology of regional elites to sustain an illusion of regional
integration.

However, if, as we have demonstrated, the construction of a wider East Asian
community is essentially rhetorical, what we may ask sustains the apparent desire
amongst the ASEAN+3 states to indulge in whimsical declarations of regional unity?
From an academic perspective, it is possible to demonstrate how methodological
fashion sustains a scholarship devoted to regionalisation. This is a bureaucratic
process which continues despite events that ought to induce a reality-check. But what
do the states of the Asia-Pacific actually gain by inflating the rhetorical balloon of
East Asian regionalism? It is to the resolution of this question that we shall next
proceed.

A short international relations thought experiment

On the surface, it seems strange that economically more powerful and politically
influential state actors in Northeast Asia consider it necessary to support an
institution like ASEAN+3. Why should three major Asian powers wish to associate
themselves with a grouping of weak states like ASEAN whose collective sum is much
less than their constitutive parts? If there was any prospect that China, Japan and
South Korea could form a concert of powers to manage economic and security
relations in Northeast Asia, why would these countries require ASEAN’s help?

To investigate this conundrum, let us, constructively, engage in a short inter-
national relations thought experiment. Imagine that a group of weak states in the

75 Amitav Acharya, ‘Ideas, Identity and Institution Building: From the ‘‘ASEAN Way’’ to the
‘‘Asia-Pacific Way’’ ’, Pacific Review, 10 (1997), p. 329.
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Mediterranean – Spain, Portugal, Italy and Greece – had during the Cold War
constituted an ineffectual Association of South European Nations for economic and
security purposes. Then consider Germany, France and the United Kingdom
desperately trying to join such a union in the post-Cold War era. It sounds
unpromising, yet this is exactly how the Northeast Asian states, according to the
orthodoxy, currently conduct themselves in relation to ASEAN. In Acharya’s view,
ASEAN has seen ‘many suitors knocking on its door’. China, Japan and India are all
queuing up to sign free-trade agreements with the Association, and even Australia
after denouncing ASEAN’s outmoded mindset in early 2005, wants to sign its Treaty
of Amity and Cooperation. ‘Why’, Acharya asks, is there ‘so much wooing of an
allegedly sunset organisation’?77

Two answers may be given. The first is that the price of the commitment to
regional solidarity is insignificant. Forging trade agreements, or signing the Treaty of
Amity and Cooperation, is a cost-free exercise. The governing principle of non-
interference embodied in the TAC is particularly appealing to Asia’s variety of
authoritarian governments and semi-democracies and thus has little difficulty
attracting adherents who resent any external scrutiny of their internal affairs.
Adhering to the precepts of the TAC, therefore, incurs an obligation only to mind
one’s own business, something with which a number of the states in the Asia-Pacific,
from China to Myanmar, Laos and Vietnam, are only too happy to concur.

A second, and more compelling answer that helps unravel the dynamic of state
self-interest in the evolving East Asian enterprise appears if we reverse the dialectic.
ASEAN scholarship is by habit and training ASEANcentric. It assumes that much
East Asian diplomacy occurs through ASEAN’s, somewhat rudimentary, institu-
tional machinery.78 Hence the presumption that because ASEAN has ‘so many
suitors’ this indicates its continuing centrality to the affairs of the Asia-Pacific. In
fact, the reverse is true. ASEAN+3, should really be viewed as ‘Three Plus ASEAN’.
ASEAN has, since its meltdown in 1997, little economic relevance for Northeast
Asia. By contrast, the economic development and international relations of North-
east Asia possess mounting significance for Southeast Asia.

For the states of Southeast Asia, the putative utility of exporting ASEAN way
diplomatic initiatives through the ARF or ASEAN+3 resides in restricting the
growing power differential between them and the states of Northeast Asia. In
practice, far from preventing Chinese and Japanese expansionism, ASEAN+3
provides an attractive vehicle for Northeast Asians to compete for influence in
Southeast Asia. ASEAN can easily be manoeuvred by external powers who, like
Japan and China, use the rhetoric of regionalist solidarity to pursue their self-
interested competition for regional hegemony.

Such an understanding, moreover, fits with the Cold War genealogy of ASEAN.
As the late Michael Leifer demonstrated, ASEAN functioned in the Cold War as a
proxy for US and Chinese interests. This was most evident in the resolution of the
Cambodian crisis in the early 1990s.79 In this Cold War context, Japan too, from the
late 1970s, consciously sought to increase its influence in Southeast Asia via ASEAN.

77 Amitav Acharya, ‘An Opportunity Not to be Squandered’, Straits Times, 12 November 2002.
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In 1977, the then Japanese Prime Minister’s eponymous ‘Fukuda doctrine’ declared
a commitment to ‘cooperate in the development of Southeast Asia, under the ideal of
equal partnership’.80 The reality, of course, was that the partnership was far from
equal, as Japanese foreign direct investment poured into the fledgling economies of
ASEAN. Furthermore, as trade friction developed between Japan and the US during
the 1980s, the Japanese Ministry for Foreign Affairs and Defense Agency steadily
expanded the Fukuda doctrine, seeking to diversify its foreign policy by increasing
multilateral cooperation with the states of Southeast Asia, especially through trade
and investment links, and subsequently after 1992 extending collaboration in the
broader diplomatic and security fields through the ARF.

It is possible to interpret the emphasis on dialogue diplomacy with ASEAN as
Japan attempting to position itself as a potential counterweight to American
influence in the Pacific, seeking to improve its image in Asia by diluting the
impression that it was a US dependant in the Pacific.81 Nevertheless, the US–Japan
alliance remains the cornerstone of Japan’s security. Greater involvement in South-
east Asian multilateralism could be seen as assuaging growing Japanese nationalism
at home while advancing its internationalist credentials abroad, without ever
seriously imperilling its crucial bilateral relationship with America. So, whether
Japanese diplomacy after 1990 sought de facto leadership in the Asia-Pacific or a
more subtle repositioning, the power-political outcome was the same. Thus, Japanese
diplomacy has not elevated ASEAN with the aim of building a broader East Asian
identity, rather ASEAN serves the ends of Japanese foreign policy.

At the same time that Japan redefined its role with regard to ASEAN in the
post-Cold War era, so too did China. After 1990, Southeast Asia became the playing
field for Northeast Asian power politics. It was the post-financial crisis period,
though, that sharpened Sino-Japanese rivalry over Southeast Asia. The crisis
damaged Japan’s credibility in Southeast Asia. Japanese financial institutions were
quick to flee the region when the currency turmoil struck, and slow to return. These
circumstances offered China an opportunity to ‘strengthen its influence over ASEAN
members in order to challenge Japan’s leadership in the region’.82 China’s refusal to
devalue its currency, which might have further exacerbated the financial meltdown,
gave it regional credibility and indicated China’s responsible regional citizenship.83

China’s subsequent commitment to resolving its difficulties with ASEAN states
involved in the Spratly dispute via peaceful means only reinforced its growing
regional influence. Arguably, it also demonstrated an enduring characteristic of
Chinese statecraft since the warring states period (400 BC). As Sun Zi classically
observed, ‘generally in the execution of an artful strategy, to act on an entire
organization is ideal, to break an organization is inferior’.84 China’s strategy towards
ASEAN illustrates its growing influence over ASEAN’s entire organisation. The
perception in Japan, as early as 1997 that China had increased its leverage in
Southeast Asia, unsurprisingly elicited a Japanese response. This took the form of the
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Miyazawa Initiative in 1998 to provide large-scale financial assistance to facilitate
economic recovery and improve Japan’s standing in ASEAN.85

It is, therefore, through the lens of this evolving Sino-Japanese competition for
influence in Southeast Asia that the ASEAN+3 and East Asian community project
must be viewed. It is a forum where the major powers of Northeast Asia compete for
the economic, and acccordingly political, leadership of Southeast Asia. Japanese
policymakers have few illusions about this. They maintain that, without the
participation of the United States and Australia, ASEAN+3 presents China with ‘an
ideal framework within which it can exercise its influence, making it easier for China
to play a leading role in forming a free-trade area in East Asia.’86 Japan, in other
words, does not consider China’s participation in ASEAN+3, and its current
negotiation of a regional free trade agreement with ASEAN, as cementing an East
Asian identity, but rather as a threat to Japanese influence in Southeast Asia. This,
in turn, compels Japan to ‘cooperate with ASEAN members’ on investment,
technology, human resources and security strategies because ‘through such measures,
Japan can match the growing influence of China in that region’.87

It is in this context of evolving competition between East Asia’s historic great
powers, that statements like the Koizumi doctrine must be read. Prime Minister
Koizumi envisages ‘an expanded East Asian community’ not as some idealistic
vision, but in order to balance China’s bid for regional ascendancy. As official
Japanese publications, like the East Asian Strategic Review, observe: ‘Using ASEAN
as their stage, it appears that Japan and China are jockeying for a leadership role in
East Asia’.88

Faith and discourse

If ASEAN+3 is thus exposed as a multilateral front concealing conventional forms
of inter-state diplomacy, then we can move closer to resolving the final question: why
have many analysts abandoned an empirical assessment of regional reality in favour
of upholding the notion of East Asian transformation into an attractively multilat-
eral, norm governed enterprise?

The recent study of contemporary East Asia reflects an enthusiasm for a
constructivist explanation of regional relations. This is because despite its failure to
say much that is insightful about the region, it places the official view of Southeast
Asian political elites in a satisfyingly self-fulfilling methodological framework. For
the notion that ideational factors modify perceptions of material self-interest and
sustain an open-ended transformative process is, ultimately, unfalsifiable.89 Wendt
maintains that the ‘transformation of identity and interest’ is ‘incremental and

85 Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘A New Initiative to Overcome the Asian Currency Crisis: The New
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slow’.90 Consequently, speech-acts, declarations, ministerial meetings and any other
foreign policy initiative can all be treated as evidence of inexorable transition.
Constructivist commentators on Asian regionalism, like Acharya, pace Wendt, also
perceive the process of international change in terms of ‘incremental interactions and
socialization’.91 By a selective use of data, this approach further identifies a global
‘trend towards intrusive regionalism’ resulting in the ‘development and mutual
observance’92 of universalised norms that in East Asia’s case facilitates ‘greater
interdependence, institutionalism and political transformation’.93 Similarly, Stuart
Harris finds that the ‘contribution of multilateralism in the Asia-Pacific has been to
alter the environment within which interactions take place’, encouraging ‘cognitive
learning about the way the world works [can there be any other form of learning?] to
change or reinforce how Asian states want to pursue their interest and reshape their
national objectives’.94

So, impediments like terrorism, war, or economic crisis that occasion purely
self-interested national responses and repudiate the constructivist case are dismissed
as mere details delaying, but by no means tearing up, the timetable of transformation.
Indeed, ASEAN scholars treat evidence of the continued pursuit of state interest as
a temporary aberration soon to be overcome. Eventually, interstate rivalries will
mutate into an appreciation of interdependent regional interests. Given these
historicist assumptions, constructivism – at least in its East Asian regionalist guise –
considers itself released from the need to falsify its hypotheses.95Hence, the scientific
requirement to question ruling assumptions is replaced by a constant accumulation
of data on procedures that demonstrate the ‘institutionalisation of the ASEAN+3
process’ to sustain belief in an emerging East Asian region.96

A predetermined teleology of the unfolding international order, therefore, distorts
regional understanding. Interestingly, many accounts of the modernisation process
often carry a value-laden baggage that sees history as an inexorable movement
towards a capitalist, democratic and thymotically self-regarding end of history. In
international relations this baggage further entails a liberal/internationalist predilec-
tion for the desirability of transcending the state as the primary unit in the
international system. Regionalisation, from this perspective, appears to be the first
stage in the process towards a properly ‘international’ or global system. Foreign
policy must facilitate the transformation because regionalism, as Acharya claims, is
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‘an important tool for promoting a range of positive values’ throughout the
international system.97

Ultimately, this orthodoxy is, itself, a normative construct and an example of what
Michael Oakeshott would have considered ‘the politics of faith’.98 In Oakeshott’s
view, the politics of faith sustains an intellectual scheme resistant to scepticism.
Therefore, when regionalisation falters in Southeast Asia as a result of ASEAN’s
failure to fulfil its promise, the object of affection is not subject to critical scrutiny,
but instead projected onto a broader East Asian arena in order to sustain the faith.
Consequently, much of what passes for analysis of contemporary East Asian affairs
is not value-neutral but faith-affirming. ASEAN commentators passionately assert
that regional interdependency in the Asia-Pacific represents a ‘basic truth’, and that
it ‘is not in doubt that the process will foster the identity of an East Asian
community.’99 Future resolve supports the belief structure. Thus, in order to
consolidate Asia-Pacific regionalism, ‘new visions of regional governance will need to
be developed to bypass blockages in solving trans-boundary problems, in moving
towards effective preventive diplomacy, and in moderating triangular patterns of
‘‘great power’’ competition’.100 For proof that the regional vision is being progres-
sively revealed, we need look no further than the most recent ‘regional multilateral
dialogues’ which have ‘probably led to learning’ in the economic and security fields,
and give ‘grounds for believing it has made important contributions in both
directions’.101

Piling assertion upon affirmation, regional commentary avoids confronting inter-
nal dissonance, and never pauses to question whether ASEAN’s flawed Southeast
Asian project renders its wider applicability suspect. Faith coupled with discourse
enables commentators to overlook the manner in which the 1997 crisis undermined
ASEAN’s regionalist pretensions. Instead, it is maintained that, ‘ASEAN is not as
weak as it may seem’ because, despite the consequences of economic crisis, it
‘demonstrated a high degree of commitment to its institutional principles’102 The
problem is that the only ‘institutional principle’ to which ASEAN adheres is that of
non-interference. Its much vaunted norms are, indeed, what states make of them.
Accordingly, the only fundamental norm it has reinforced is a realist commitment,
not to the region, but to the sovereign inviolability of the nation-state.

There may, though, be a further level of understanding that reconciles the
idealistic, faith-based character of scholarship on East Asian regionalism with the
essentially realist practice of interstate diplomacy that actually regulates regional
relations. If we examine the history of the Asia-Pacific over the duration of the
twentieth century, it becomes evident that the rhetoric of East Asian regionalism has
presented itself in several guises over the decades. Arguably, imperial Japan’s attempt
to impose its notion of an East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere in the 1930s and 1940s
constituted the first coherent regionalist enterprise. Later regionalist schemes re-
vealed themselves in the Association of Southeast Asia (1961–67), Maphilindo (1963)
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and then in ASEAN’s attempts to establish regional neutrality through ZOPFAN in
the 1970s. In the 1980s and 1990s, economic cooperation seemed the catalyst of a
dynamic regionalism, with APEC depicted as the harbinger of an East Asian
community.103 As Asia entered the post-Cold War era bilateral and trilateral growth
areas in Northeast and Southeast Asia proliferated, together with the assertion of
shared ‘Asian values’ constituting a cultural commonalty across the Pacific. The
formation of the ARF intimated the culmination of the ‘ASEAN way’. Now, in the
post-economic crisis environment, we have ASEAN+3 and promises of future East
Asian integration. All these initiatives, however, have ultimately foundered on the
rock of power politics and national interest. The Japanese imperium was crushed in
the crucible of war against the other major powers in the international system while
ASEAN’s various schemes to promote regional resilience, consensus and harmony
have failed to resolve intense bilateral antipathies, often of an ethno-religious nature,
or intramural disputes. The absence of any deepening of inter-Asian trade relations,
and after 1997, evidence of economic mismanagement, rendered the ASEAN way
illusive.

What we have, then, is the continual re-imagining of the regionalist project in ever
more capricious forms, but – Japan’s failed attempt forcibly to incorporate an East
Asian sphere during World War II notwithstanding – nothing concrete ever appears.
Yet, rather than ponder why this might be the case, regional commentary instead is
transfixed by the latest discursive avatar into which ‘Asia’ has metamorphosed. The
supportive rhetoric emanating from the regional scholar-bureaucracy and their
adherents in European, American and Australian universities, reflects an anxious
need to sustain the regional fiction that often guarantees official patronage. Conse-
quently, predictive success is not the criterion by which regional scholarship judges
itself. Whether East Asia ever attains the status of a fully integrated ‘community’ is
perhaps almost beside the point. In constructivism, proponents of East Asian
regionalism have a methodology they can manipulate to evade empirically evaluat-
ing, testing and justifying fundamental assumptions. In the final analysis, what has
changed in the regional geopolitics is not the underlying tectonics, but the discourse
by which regional analysts have sought to maintain their faith in the transformation
of the Asia-Pacific into a seductive, but ultimately, we would argue, illusory East
Asian community.

103 See for example, Jagdish Bhagwati, ‘Asia’s Chance to Lead’, and Jusuf Wanandi, ‘Building a
Community’, Asiaweek, 29 November 1996.
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