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East Asian regionalism from Neo-realist perspective
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Absirael. This paper is o test some basic Neo-realist explanations for regionalism hy taking a
case study of East Asian regianalism emerging at the end af 20" Century and the beginning of 21*
Century. In detail, four basic Neo-realist standpaints with regard to regionalism will be tested: a)
regianalism is influenced by international system. b) regional grouping is in response 0 external
challenges or threais, ¢) smaller states seek regional caoperation with the strong in the hope that
regional institutions will help them constraint it from freedom ol action | and d) the hegemon has a
raole in pramating regionalism. The paper finds that even though Neo-realism 1s unable 1o provide
a comprehensive intcepretation, it has provided same important explanations for East Asian
regianalism. Applying Neo-realism to explain East Asian regionalism as am infernational
phenomenon has nat only tested its relevance and helped ta better understand it but also invited

explanations {rom other theories to regionalism.

Keywords' Neo-realism, East Asian Regianalism.

The resurgencc af repgionalism {in this
paper, regionalism is understoad as regional
cooperation and they are used interchangeably)
at the end of the 20" Century and in the
heginning of the 21" Century is one of the
most  important  changes in
syslem. Easl Asian regionalism took root in the
same context. The position and role of East
Asian regionalism have hraught up an idea of
the tripartite world of Western Eurape, North
America and [ast Asia [1]. Easl
regionalism has drawn much attention from

inlemational

Asian

academic cammunity and palicy-makers both
inside and oulside the region. Many have heen
interested in explaining this trend in East Asia
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from theoretical perspectives. In the same vein,
this paper is an effort to look at East Asian
regicnalism {rom Nco-realist perspective in
order to test its explanations for
regionalism. In detail, the following Neo-
realist arpuments are tested: a) the influence of
international system on regional cooperation.
b) regionalism as a response 10 extemal
challenges or threats, ¢) small states seek
cooperation with the strong in order to
constrain il from {reedom of action through
regional instilutions and d) the role of the
hegemon in promoting regionalism. The paper
finds that Neo-realism has provided important
explanations for regionalism in East Asia,

basic

though they are not absolutely comprehensive.
Applying Neo-realism to East Asian
regionalism has not only tested its relevance to
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regional  cooperalion as an  intemational
phenomenon and helped to better understand
East Asian regionalism but also pointed out
same aspects of regional cooperahan  thal
invite explanatians fraom other theories.

Based on thc theory of Realism, Neo-
rcalism  emphasizes  the  structure  of
imiernatianal system. Therelore, Neo-realism s
not cansidercd as a new line of theary but it 1s
the systemization of Realism |2]. According 10
Neo-realism. intermalional system is regarded
as anarchical and intemational cooperation 1§
rejected. The development of regional
cooperation seems 1a pasc a challenge 1o both
Rcalism and Neco-realism. However, Neo-
realism can lell us several imporant things
ahout repionalism ar regional cooperalion.

Firstly, Neo-realism holds that regionalism
1s very much influenced by international
slructure. In the words of Turrell, repional
cooperation is influenced by the *“external
configurations of power, the dynamics of
powcr-palitical ~ competition, and  the
canstraining role of the mnternational pelitical
syslem considered as a  whole” [3].
Accardingly, regionalism can be understood
hy considering the influence of international
syslem on the region. Neo-realists adduce the
incrcase of international cooperation in the
world after the Cold War 1o illustrate their
paint. At the end of the Cold War, there was a
rise in repional cooperation in many places in
the world such as the expansion of the
turopean Union, the development of regional
cooperation 1n North America and Africa. So
what was the change(s) in internahional system
al the end of the 20" Century and in the
beginning of the 21" Century that influenced
on East Asian regianalism? In termn of secunty,
the callapse of the Soviel Union and the end of
Ihe Cald War were major [actors promoting
regional caoperation in East Asia. The end of

the Cold War made the linited Siates become
the superpower in thc world and the bipolar
world order replaced by the unipolar order.
These  changes  have  “destroyed  the
foundations af the preexisting regional order
and the forcipn palicies of every state in East
Asia” [4]. During the Cold War, regional
strategic competition was driven by the
struggle between the United States and the
Soviet Union. repional division and secunty
cancems were clearly visihle 10 every country
in the region. Econamically, Easl Asia was
greatly challenped by major changes in
inlemational trade arder. Therc was a change
in global trade principle of non-discriminatian.
Regional coaperatian in many cormers aof the
world has favored its repional members in
world market  compelitton.  East  Asian
countries had 10 compele with their nvalnes
from Western Lurope and North America who
have inany advanfages from their regional
cooperation. At the samc time, there were also
transitions inside East Asian eountries that led
lo transitions in regional order at the end of
20" Century. In the end of the Cald War, Japan
becarne an economic power that surpassed
many Weslern countriecs and became a
campetitor of the United States in the warld
market. Similarly, China recorded many great
achievemenls in its open-door policy. The
ecaonomic grawih helped both Japan and China
to increase their mililary expenses. Russia,
theaugh nol as strang as the Soviet Union, was
s1ill able to influence on the region and was the
parameter in palicies of regional countries. In
addition, other repiaonal countries such as
Koreca, Thailand and Indonesia became more
and more importani vaices in the regian. All of
these changes have influenced on East Asian
regional order and security and on regional
countries’ palicies towards their own national
interests. In fact, there was a trend in regional
countrics’ policies that encouraged regional
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coaperation  and  sccumty.  For  example,
Vietnam became more active in regicnal
cooperation to become the 7" memher of
Association  of Southeast  Asian Nations
{ASEAN), a member of Asia-Pacific
Economic Coaperatian {(APEC) ar pramoted
its relationship with regional countries. In a
nutshell, the Iransinians in inermational system
which were exemplified by the callapse of the
Soviel Union, the end of the Cold War and of
the bipolar world order strongly cncouraped
East Asian regional cooperation. In other
wards, international struclure played an in
important role 'n East Asian regionalism as
Neo-realists argue.

Another argument of Nea-realism is that
regionalism 1s a response lo  external
challenges ar threals which ane single country
can not dcal with, and there 1s no significant
difference belween regional cooperation in
economics or politics [4, p.340]. In face with
external challenpes or threats, states  are
inclined to ecaoperate with athers even thaugh
it will produce interdependence among them.
Neo-realists add that the mare cxtemal
challenges ar threals, the more states cooperate
[5, p.325). Neo-realists can trece kistorical
evidence (o supporl their arguments. For
instance, the inception of regional cooperation
in Western Lurope in the heginning of the
Cold War was cansidered as a response to the
threat from the Saviet Union or the (ulf
Cooperation Council was established 1n
response Lo the threal from Iran. In the case of
East Asia, regianal cooperation emerged in the
confext of the resurgence of regionalism in
many places in the world. European Union was
expanded by admiting new members from
Easterm Lurope and became the most
integrated region 1n the world At the same
time, the United States promoted the
establishment of the North American Free
Trade Area {NAFTA). In Afrca, United

Adrican Organization was upgraded ta become
Aflrican Umon which took European Union as
a model for its development. The resurgence al
regionalism made East Asian countries aware
of ¢hallenges in competition with other regions
in the world. Other challenges were revealed n
the ncgotiations of WTO Uruguay and Doha
rounds. Imually, Malaysia proposed to set up
East Asian Economic (roup as a “‘pressurc
group within the Uruguay Round™ and a voice
of 1ts members’ nterests (Gricca 1997 168).
Fast Asian countrics had to raise their one
voice to proleet their national mterests with
regard lo agnicultural subsidies 1n the Doha
negotiations.  The Urguay and Doha
ncgotiations pressed Last Asian countries to
sel up a regional nstitution that can raise a
vaice far the whole region in {uture
negotiations., Such an institution will be a
common voice for the whole region and
increase 1ts position in inlemational agenda |7,
p.56). Anothcr example of external challenges
was Asian economic¢ crisis in 1997, The cnisis
has not only revealed the weakness af Asia-
Pacific Economic Cooperalion (APEC) and
ASFAN but also showed pressures from
international manctary institvlians such as the
Intematianal Monetary IFund {IMF), the Warld
Bank (WRB) and Western govemments. Stubhs
[R., pd8) provides that “the Intemalional
Monetlary Fund {IMF), in conjunction with the
1) 8. governmeni, initially misdiagnosed the
problem |of Asian econamic enisis] and chose
to impose a sel of solutions that anly served to
exacerbate the siualion”. This has broughi
East Asian counirics closer logether. It 1s a
matter ol fact that regionalism in East Asia
emerged in the cantext of thase changes in the
world; therefore, it 1s considered as a “reactive
regionalism”™. All of aforementioned changes
in international system at the end of 20"
Century and the beginning of the 21" Century
have served as convincing evidence far Neo-
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realist argument that Last Asian regionalism
was a response to external challenges and
threats.

Thirdly, Neo-realism holds that smaller
states will seek a rcgional arrangement with
the strong in the hope that regional institutians
will enable them to constrain it from freedom
of action |9, p.169{. The creation of Furapean
Cammumty in the effor to restrict Germany
served as histoncal evidence for this Nea-
realist viewpoint. As Hwee points aut, “the
smaller ASFAN statcs have come 10 recognize
lhe potential of using regionalism as a means
ta constrain the patentially disrupnive effects of
unequal power” |10, p.6) In comparison, each
ASEAN state 1s smaller than any of three
Northeast Asian countrics of China, Japan and
Kareca. Among those, Chma has thc mast
potential effects even though some may argue
‘hat it 1s Japan, not China |11]. China was the
fialopue partner of ASEAN in 1991, In the
zarly 1990s, ASEAN promaoted its relationship
»#ith China by setting up hvc dialagues in
wlitics, science, technology, econamics and
tade. China participated in ARF and ASEM in
1994 and 1996 respectively, and it alsa
jartcipated 1in the Mekong River Basin
Jevelopment with ASEAN  countnes.
[ogether with Japan and Karea, China jomed
n ASEAN + 3in 1997 In some certain extent,
ASEAN succeeded in engaging China into
egional coaoperation and institutions. For
»xample, China signed the Zone of Peace,
‘reedom and Ncutrality Declaration
ZOPFAN) in 2001, the Treaty of Amity and
“ooperation {TAC) in 2003 ASEAN was
ctive in working with China to set up
A\SEAN-China Expert Group on Economic
“aoperation (ACEGEC) n preparation far
\SEAN-China Frec Trade Area. These
\SFAN clforts show that it is not a
aincidence that ASEAN strengthened their
elatianship with China while China becomes

stronger, In facl, ASEAN was successful in
constraining China. Onc cxample was the
incident of Mischiel Reef, in which the
Philippines  Foreign  Ministier,  Romulo,
expressed that “ASEEAN had spoken with voice

. and Chincse side was undoubtedly taken
ahack by ASFEAN's reactions™ ([12, p.112].
ASEAN succeeded in tuming bhilateral disputes
into  multilateral ones and reducing the
assertiveness of China [13]. In addition.
ASEAN always tries to maintain its position as
a driving force in any regianal institutions for
its own interests. And because cf this, many
hald that Fast Asian regianalism is
ASFANi7ed [ 14]. It is of course that China has
ils own interests in relationship with ASEAN
bul above analysis shows that ASEAN has
promoted its cooperation with China in the
effort to constrain it {rom freedom af action.
Up to this poini, Nco-realism 1s definitely right
to argue that smaller states seck cooperation
with the strong in order lo constrain it fram
freedom of action by using regional
institutions.

I.ast but not least, Neo-realism shares the
assumption aof the Theory of Hegemanic
Stability which argues that the hegemon takes
an important rale in regional cooperation. To
suppart their arguments, Neo-realists adduce
the role of Rritain in the mid af the 19°
Century in promaling iniemalional trade and
that af the U.S. with 11s Marshall Plan in
Western Furopean coopcration at  the
heginning of the Cold War. The end of the
Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Unian
made the US a superpower in international
system. However, the role and influence of the
[J.S in East Asian regionalism was different
from that of the US in Western European
regionalisn after the second Warld War.
According to Beeson [15], “American power
has also been important in East Asia, too, but
East Asian regionalism has move ahead



22 PV Min i/ VNU lotirnal of Science. Social Sciences and hiomanilies 15 N 5E (2009) 18-23

despite, rather than hecause of, Amerncan
efforts”. The U.S launched the Marshall Plan
1o suppart Western European regionalism but
it disfavored all imtiatives and efforts to
pramote Fast Asian regionalism. Firstly, there
was no indication of the U.S. abjeclion 1a the
nitiative al the former Malaysian Prime
Mimster, Dr. Mahathir Mohamad. 1o set up
East Asian Economic Group (EAEG) but
Japan refused participation out of its loyalty ta
the U.S. This added 10 make EAEG untruc. Far
the U.S., 1l 1t could be realized, EAEG would
reduce the influence of the U.S. in the region
[7. p-59). Although some East Asian countnes
proposed East Asian Economic Caucus instead
of FAFEG, ane institution for East Asian
regional coaperation was finally a stillbom
idea. Secondly, the U.S. objected Japan’s
propasal to establish Asian Monetary Fund
(AMF - financed and managed by East Asian
cauntries independently frem the IMF) ta help
East Asian countrics in the Asian economic
crisis in 1997 This was because the U.S.
foresaw the potential that AMF would
underrmne  ather  intemational  financial
institutians such as the IMF and the Warld
Bank in which the U.S plays a dominant role
[16, p.108B). Thirdly, the U.S. disfavored the
inception af ASEAN + 3 which was designed
ta promote East Asian regianalism. In the eyes
of the US., ASEAN + 31 will not only
undermine or threat the system of the US
bilateral relanons with regional allies but also
may crcale an anti-American  bloc  hath
ecanomically and pohfically  Maorcover,
ASEAN + 3 can work as a tool for China to
place 11s influence in East Asia. The U S had
taken 1ts bilateral rclanions with regional allies
to make them rcluciant o any proposal or
imitiattve to promoic Fast Asian regionalism.
For its awn interests, the U.S. maintained its
nepative attitudes towards and prevented Easi
Asian repionalism. In spite of the US

disfavors  and  objections, East  Asial
repionahism still evolved, maved lorward an
rccarded some  significant  achievements
Iromically, some rescarches have shown that |
15 the U.S disfavors and objections, especiall
in 1997 Asian economic ensis, that promole
East Asian regionalism [17].

The analysis of the 1.8 role and influenc
on East Asian regionalism shows that Neo
realist argument of the hegemon is relevani t
regional coaperation. The U.S objection «
EAEG, 1o the lapan's proposal of Asiar
Manelary Fund and 1ts disfavor of ASEAN +°
have greatly impacted East Asian regionalism
The US. impact was 1n such a grcat extent tha
sume say that East Asian regiaralism can na
be understood withoul referring ta the U.S [18
p.257). Hawever, 1t is cnitical to paint out tha
the US. role and impact led ta the
development aof regional cooperatian in hott
Western Furope and East Asia but i1 dic
happen in different way in East Asia, which i
a converse with Neo-realist standpoint.

In a nutshell, Nea-realism has providec
important
coaperatlian. Some of these explanatians have
heen tested in the case study of East Asiar
regianalism. The end of the Cold War, the
break-up of the Soviet Unian, the replacemen:
of the bipolar intemmational arder by the
unipolar and inter-regianal compelilion werg
majar factars of intemational struclure
contributed ta promoting East  Asjar
regicnalism. In addition, East Asian countries
had 1o face with many external challenges anc
threcats. The expansian af the Furapean Union
the birth of African Union, the U.8 attemp
towards North American Free Trade Area anc
the pressures from WTQO negotiations were
major challenges that urged Fast Asian states
to spcak one voice for the whale region. Apar,
from factors of the intermational structure
ASEAN smaller states were aclive In anc
mamtained its driving force n coaperatior

explanations far réegiona
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with higger repional countries, cspecially
China, 10 the hape that regional institutians
will ¢nahle them to canstramn it fram freedom
of action. These efforts of ASEAN arc
definitely in line with Neo-realist argument.
Fmally. the 1S factor in  Last Asan
regionalism was not completely relevant to
their point of view but Neo-realists were right
10 emphasize the rale and impact of the 1.8, in
regional cooperation.

Applying one single theory to study
regionalism  always leads to a ane-sided
interpretation. As 3 matter of fact, Easl Asian
regionalism has heen affected n vanous
deprees hy many external and internal factars.
I'here have been studies that show the role of
other factors on East Asian regianalism such as
recgional history, cuMure, society, aversea
Chinese husiness network ar Japanese private
caooperates  [14]. lowever, applying Nea-
realism 10 East Asian regionalism, on the ane
hand, has helped 10 test its relevance to ane
phenomenon in nternational palitics and o
understand it better. On the ather hand, this
also invites explanations from ather theories
for East Asian regionalism,
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