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Abstract: The 1990s have seen a tremendous upsurge of regionalism in all parts of the world. In the
process, the unfolding institutional global governance architecture became increasingly vertically and
horizontally differentiated. The new interregional fora, which proliferated in the 1990s as a new layer
of global governance, attracted a lot of scholarly attention. Taking Asia-Europe relations as an
example, scholars sought to make sense of interregionalism and attached to it functions of which they
believed they would promote global governance. One of the functions attributed to interregionalism
was regional identity building. The regular interaction of regional fora, scholars argued, would
strengthen regional identity. “Regionalism through interregionalism” was Heiner Hanggi’s much
quoted formula for this anticipated effect. Yet, viewed from hindsight, there are few indications that
interregionalism has strengthened European and Asian regional identities. The greatest impact on
regional identities emanated from the group-to-group ASEAN-EU dialogue relations, while the Asia-
Europe Meeting (ASEM) as a transregional forum has developed into a typical institution of what has
been categorized as “diminished multilateralism.” Hybrid interregionalism, that is, region-to-group
relations, have even less impacted regional identities. Only in the EU-China relationship, they
ambiguously affected European regional identity.
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1. Introduction

Interregional interactions are not a completely new phenomenon of international
relations (Hanggi, Roloff & Riland 2006). Its origins can be traced back to the
1970s, when the then European Community (EC) began to build up group-to-
group relations with other regional organizations (ROs). Examples include, inter
alia, the relations with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), the
Central American Contadora Group, the Arab League and the European Free
Trade Area (EFTA) (Regelsberger 1988: 252). However, two decades later, in the
1990s, the number of interregional fora suddenly surged. In a so far unique stock-
taking, Heiner Hanggi (2006: 35-37) identified no less than 112 interregional
relationships across the globe. Scholars studying interregionalism distinguish
three types: First, group-to-group dialogues, bilateral or “pure” interregionalism
(Hanggi 2006) such as the relationships of the EU with ASEAN, the Mercado
Comun del Sur (Mercosur), the Southern African Development Community
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(SADC) and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). Second, transregional fora
which may only partly overlap with the membership of ROs and may also include
member states from more than two regions. Examples are the Asia-Europe
Meeting (ASEM), the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) and the
Forum of East Asia and Latin American Countries (FEALAC). And, third, hybrid
interregionalism, that is, relationships between a RO and a single (great) power.
Cases in point are the dialogue meetings between the EU and the U.S., Russia,
China, India, Japan, South Africa and others or the relations of ASEAN with ten
of its eleven dialogue partners (Riiland 2006, 2022).1

Early research also attributed functions to interregionalism: (soft) balancing,
institution-building, rationalizing, agenda-setting and identity-building (Ruland
2001, 2006; Doidge 2011; Lammich 2020). Realists highlighted the fact that
states or groups of states used interregionalism as a means of institutional
balancing in response to global power shifts. Liberals entertained the optimistic
belief that interregional fora will serve as “multilateral utilities” (Dent 2004),
facilitating international institution-building, rationalizing the negotiations in
global fora and acting as agenda setters for new themes in international relations.
Adding a new layer with many subsidiary fora to a vertically and horizontally
differentiating global governance system (Riland 2001, 2006, 2010; 2022;
Hettne, 2003, 2005), institution-building is thereby seen as a mechanism of
mitigating the anarchical character of international relations by peacefully
addressing the rapidly intensifying cross-border pathologies of globalization. The
latter include irregular migration, climate change, environmental degradation,
pandemics, international terrorism, piracy, and transnationally organized crime,
to name a few. The idea behind rationalizing is that interregional fora become
clearing houses for unwieldy global institutions such as the United Nations (UN)
or the World Trade Organization (WTO). States and non-state stakeholders first
seek to create regional and interregional consensus for the solution of complex
and technically demanding global problems, before these issues enter the
negotiating table of global fora. As this is expected to markedly reduce the
proposals under discussion, interregionalism is seen as providing a chance to
overcome the often observed paralysis of global governance fora. In the case of
ASEM, European and Asian partners have occasionally met to coordinate for
meetings of the UN General Assembly or the WTO. Agenda-setting refers to the
fact that interregional fora may be suitable platforms for building coalitions large
enough to tangibly lobby for solutions of urgent global issues. Such initiatives
include trade and financial themes, environmental issues, conventional and non-
conventional security problems. Finally, identity-building relates to the belief that
meetings between regions would strengthen their identity and, as a corollary,

1 ASEAN’s other dialogue partners apart from the EU are Australia, Canada, China, India, Japan,
New Zealand, South Korea, Russia, the United Kingdom and the United States.

75



Esercizi Filosofici 18, 2023

cohesion (Gilson 1998, 2002; Hanggi 2003), facilitating a trend that Hettne
(2005) has called “regional multilateralism,” that is, a global governance system,
where regions play a decisive role.

Revisiting the identity-building functions of interregionalism, this article
focuses on the last of these five functions. The test case is Euro-Asian
interregionalism as it emerged under the aegis of ASEAN-EU dialogue relations,
the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) and the EU’s hybrid relationships with China,
India and Japan. Asia-Europe relations are the most intense and at the same time
best studied interregional relationships? and may therefore provide empirical
insights to the research question underlying this article, that is, whether and, if,
the extent to which interregional relations strengthen the identity and cohesion of
their main protagonists, the EU and ASEAN.

In the remainder of the article, | begin with some theoretical reflections related
to the research question, before I turn to the empirical evidence. The empirical
section is subdivided into three parts, assessing the impact of the three types of
interregionalism on the ROs involved in the dialogue. The final section concludes
the article and summarizes the main findings.

2. Interregionalism and regional identity

The rise of constructivist scholarship in the 1990s also impacted research on
interregionalism. While realists and liberals, as mentioned above, explained the
phenomenon of interregional relations with the help of material factors such as
(global) power shifts or as a response to globalization and growing
interdependence, constructivists added ideational and cognitive dimensions to the
research on interregionalism (Gilson 2002: 10). Hianggi’s formula of “regionalism
through interregionalism” felicitously portrays interregionalism as a relational
and reflexive process. It regards interregionalism as an external factor of regional
integration (Hanggi 2003) in which pertinent regions become reflexive agents that
constitute and that are constituted by interregional interaction (Gilson 2002: 12).
Constructivist research on interregionalism thus focuses on collective identities,
assuming that not only individuals but also corporate actors such as regions,
states, churches, political parties or firms may have identities (Fearon 1999: 33).
Regional identities refer to distinguishing features of a region that form the basis
for a region’s self-respect and pride (ibid.: 34). It constitutes “we-ness” and
distinguishes it from “them,” that is, regional “others” (Gilson 2002: 23). Such
distinguishing properties of “regionness” can be rules about membership in a RO,
specific norms it champions and/or “role-specific understandings about self”
(Wendt 1992: 397). Discourse and narratives produce and reproduce these

2 See, inter alia, Ruland (1996), Gilson (2002, 2020); Reiterer (2002); Yeo (2003); Bersick
(2004); Dent (2004); Robles (2008); Gaens (2008); Manea (2008); Doidge (2011); Fitriani (2014);
Allison (2015).
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identity-building properties (Gilson 2002), while everyday practices reify them.
Regional identities are context-sensitive: they may be stable and path-dependent,
but also prone to abrupt change due to external shocks (Legro 2000) or
incremental change as global and/or regional power equations gradually alter.

The identity building effects of interregionalism can be intended or
unintended (Riland 2001). They are intended when an RO seeks to project its
model of integration on other regions. This can be done through the propagation
of political norms or (institutional) capacity building measures to support regional
integration. A case in point is the EU’s projection of liberal norms through
conditionalities after the end of the Cold War and, later faced with ASEAN’s
resistance, its more pragmatic technical support for the ASEAN Secretariat
through the APRIS | and Il, ARISE and ARISE Plus programs (Jetschke 2013).
Capacity building may be a largely technocratic exercise, but still provides
opportunities for value promotion through the backdoor (Maier-Knapp 2014:
227). The projection of liberal norms such as democracy, respect for human
rights, rule of law and good governance and seemingly technocratic capacity
building has a two-fold effect: First, value propagation may increase the EU’s
own self-respect and, hence, cohesion. Second, acting as an “external federator”
(Zimmerling 1991) or “external integrator” (Hanggi 2003) through capacity
building reinforces the EU’s self-image as the globally most advanced RO, while
at the same time strengthening the cohesion of the regional other and thereby
creating a more effective policy environment for EU policies. Dealing with
groups of countries championing similar values, standards, rules and regulations®
and relying on similar effective decision-making procedures entails lower
transaction costs than dealing with individual countries and their often widely
varying normative and procedural idiosyncrasies. In other words: the EU expects
better results in negotiations with “others” influenced by the EU model of regional
integration.

Yet identity building and greater regional cohesion may also be unintentional.
ROs engaged in interregional relations must coordinate internally to prepare the
interaction with the regional other. This may lead to a better understanding of one
own region’s strengths, its distinguishing features and may ultimately facilitate
greater cohesion through enhanced effectiveness in the search for common
positions and strategies. Maull, Segal and Wanandi (1998: xi, cited in H&nggi
2003) thus regard interregional interaction as a mechanism to make ROs function
as a coherent group.

Unintentional identity building may also take place, if there are major capacity
asymmetries between ROs. If the weaker side regards interaction as a strategy to
consolidate the regional other’s superiority and denounces the behavior of the
superior organization as paternalistic or even neo-colonial attitude, it may

3 East Asia Forum, 24 December 2009.
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provoke the weaker organization to develop its own set of norms and collective
symbols in explicit opposition to the other side. While this may markedly
contribute to shaping regional identity of the weaker RO, a conflictive
relationship emerges which minimizes the expected benefits arising from
interregional cooperation as temporarily between the EU and ASEAN.

3. Asia-Euro relations and regional identity building

This section seeks to assess whether and, if, to what extent interregional
interactions between Asia and Europe have shaped the EU’s and ASEAN’s
regional identities. Indicators for identity building effects emanating from
interregional interactions correspond to the previous section’s definition of
regional identity, namely, normative properties, membership rules, operational
practices and role conceptions distinguishing a RO from others. The section is
divided into three parts, examining the identity building effects of different
interregional dialogue formats. It first centers on group-to-group interactions
under the aegis of ASEAN-EU dialogue relations, before moving on to the Asia-
Europe Meeting’s (ASEM) as a case of transregionalism and finally examining
hybrid interregional relationships in the form of the EU’s ties with China, India
and Japan.

3.1 The ASEAN-EU dialogue relations and regional identities

ASEAN-EU dialogue relations started in 1978. With the imminent accession of
the United Kingdom to the then EC in the early 1970s, British Commonwealth
members Singapore and Malaysia threatened to lose trade preferences and
therefore sought closer contact to the EC. The EC was seen as source of
development aid, export market and, even more importantly, foreign direct
investment (FDI), on which ASEAN member countries were strongly dependent
(Ruland 1996: 15). Under ASEAN-EU dialogue relations, the EC participated in
ASEAN’s Postministerial Conferences, that is, meetings with its dialogue
partners which took place back-to-back to ASEAN’s annual foreign ministers
meetings. The EC’s and ASEAN’s foreign ministers also convened for
consultations every 18 months alternately in Southeast Asia and in Europe.
ASEAN-EU relations were unspectacular until the end of the Cold War. It was
basically an asymmetrical donor-recipient relationship between advanced
industrialized countries and developing countries. The EC valued ASEAN
member countries’ anti-communism, thereby largely ignoring the fact that the
latter were predominantly authoritarian regimes. While EC external relations
focused on adjacent regions including the North Atlantic, Eastern Europe and the
Mediterranean, ASEAN, and Asia in general, did not figure high on its agenda
and thus did not contribute much to shape European identity. For ASEAN,
however, relations with the EU added recognition to the grouping, strengthened
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the region’s self-confidence as a relevant international actor and in the process
helped to construct a Southeast Asian regional identity.

This state of affairs changed abruptly after the end of the Cold War, which
was celebrated in the West as the ultimate triumph of liberalism in the systemic
rivalry with the communist bloc led by the Soviet Union (Fukuyama 1992). EC
states subsequently began to link development aid with conditionalities, elevating
liberal norms such as democracy, respect for human rights, good governance, rule
of law and development orientation to benchmarks in their relations with ASEAN
and its member states. While the conditionality policies helped to popularize the
EU’s self-image as a “normative power” (Manners 2002), a power not relying on
military might but impacting international politics from a position of moral high
ground, ASEAN countries increasingly opposed the EC’s and the West’s
normative offensive. Clashes on human rights thus characterized the Luxembourg
and Manila 1991 and 1992 meetings between ASEAN and EC foreign ministers
(Raland 1996: 25).

Emboldened by their own phenomenal economic growth paralleled by a
sluggish economy in Europe, ASEAN governments began to counter-project a
model of regional cooperation, which markedly differed from European
integration and which they framed as an Asian approach to regionalism. Center
stage in ASEAN rhetoric took the ASEAN Way, a repository of cooperation
norms laid down in the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC), which ASEAN
concluded at its first regional summit in 1976 (Haacke 2003). The ASEAN Way
stressed sovereignty norms including non-interference into the internal affairs of
member countries and conceptualized regionalism in strictly intergovernmentalist
terms. It thus differed diametrically from the (selectively) supranational design of
the EC and its vocal promotion of liberal norms. In fact, ASEAN completely
renunciated liberal norms including a democracy clause as a precondition of
membership such as in the EC. ASEAN also clearly distanced its regionalism
from European legalism and “deep” institutionalization, highlighting instead
“lean” institutionalization, “soft” law and the flexible, informal, pragmatic, non-
binding and consensual nature of decision-making as characteristic and, hence,
identity building secondary norms.

It is probably no exaggeration to consider the ASEAN Way as the regional
embodiment of the Asian value thesis, which several ASEAN countries such as
Singapore, Malaysia and Indonesia fervently propagated in the 1990s to reject
what they considered as neo-colonial Western normative lecturing (Robison
1996). Asian history and culture markedly differ from Western development, they
argued, paving alternative avenues to statehood and development. The fact that
power, authority, hierarchy and collectivism have a greater meaning in Asia than
in the individualist and liberal West forbids the universalization of Western liberal
norms (Riland 1998: 13). In the view of ASEAN governments, norms are
context-bound, dependent not only on history and culture but also the
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developmental status of countries. In developing countries, like all ASEAN
countries were except Singapore, with rapid late development as the overriding
state objective, the process of socio-economic development necessarily precedes
and supersedes individual rights.

ASEAN’s identity construction as an illiberal, but economically extremely
successful grouping, its own stagnating economy and the concomitant discourse
of an dawning “Pacific century,” eventually persuaded the EU to backtrack and
pursue a more pragmatic course. From the mid-1990s onward, the EU toned down
its self-acclaimed normative superiority and subjected its policy towards ASEAN
to the overriding objective of benefiting from Asia’s economic miracle through
expanded trade and stepped up investments in the region in response to the
competition from other actors (Miiller 2016: 287).

Yet this change of track was short-lived. When the Asian Financial Crisis
(AFC) of 1997/1998 severely struck ASEAN members Thailand, Indonesia and
Malaysia, the EU returned to its moral high ground and joined the voices that
attributed the AFC to Asian countries’ crony capitalism (Riiland 2000; Gilson
2002). At the same time, many European observers discredited the ASEAN Way
as a fallacy, unable to respond to the crisis’s contagious effects. Another
stumbling block became the accession of Myanmar’s pariah regime with its
flagrant human rights violations to ASEAN. The demand of the EU to exclude
Myanmar’s military junta from Asia-Europe dialogue relations met with
ASEAN’s staunch opposition and eventually caused an interruption of the
ASEAN-EU foreign ministers meetings from 1997 to 2000.

Yet, the AFC, the external and internal critique of the ASEAN Way and the
concomitant re-routing of FDI from ASEAN countries to China (Jetschke 2013),
triggered reforms of ASEAN’s cooperation model. The process culminated in the
ASEAN Charter (2008) and the ASEAN Human Rights Declaration (AHRD)
(2012), complementing ASEAN’s sovereignty-based ASEAN Way with liberal
norms such as democracy, respect for human rights, good governance and rule of
law.

However, the years thereafter showed that the adoption of liberal norms and
procedural reforms of ASEAN cooperation inspired by the EU were in the first
place tactical maneuvers with the objective of restoring ASEAN’s international
respectability and the attraction of FDI. Despite the reforms, the sovereignty
norms of the ASEAN Way prevail over the new liberal norms. A telling case in
point is the grouping’s human rights regime which adopted the Asian value
thesis’s contextual understanding of human rights.* ASEAN still practices its
illiberal cooperation format, only thinly camouflaged by liberal normative
language. The latter is primarily used to re-purpose liberal ideas for illiberal
elitism and state-centered practices largely excluding stakeholder participation by

* See AHDR, para. 7.
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a narrowly defined category of “entities associated to ASEAN” (Collins 2008;
Gerard 2014; Riland 2014, 2023). A striking case in point is the fact that since
2015, no leader-CSO meetings have taken place during summits (Riland 2021,
2023)

In recent years, the EU tends to tolerate ASEAN’s continued and only thinly
veiled illiberal identity. In 2012, it acceded to the TAC and thus also explicitly
acknowledged ASEAN’s illiberal regional identity. In the ASEAN-EU dialogue
relations, the EU pursues its normative agenda only in a tooth-less pro-forma
mode, sufficient to acquiesce a critical home audience in the European Parliament
and civil society. When the EU and ASEAN meet, more technical issues are at
the forefront of deliberations: connectivity issues, infrastructure development,
environmental problems and climate change, pandemics and non-conventional
security threats such as international terrorism.

3.2 The Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) and regional identities

The Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) was inaugurated with the Bangkok Summit
in March 1996. Since then, thirteen summits took place, the last one in Phnom
Penh, Cambodia, in 2021. Founding members were the then fifteen member states
of the EU, the European Commission, the then seven member countries of
ASEAN plus China, Japan and South Korea. With its formation, ASEM relegated
the functionally overlapping ASEAN-EU dialogue relations to a subordinate
priority. For the EU the ASEM dialogue was attractive as it included the East
Asian economic power houses and thus promised more intensive economic
relations with Asia than ASEAN-EU dialogue relations alone would promise. At
the same time, it served as a counterweight to the Asia-Pacific Economic
Community (APEC), which formed in 1989, the Clinton administration used as
its institutional vehicle to promote U.S. economic interests in Pacific Asia. For
ASEAN member states, the presence of the three East Asian countries added
political weight, strengthened its bargaining power vis-a-vis the Europeans and
increased their international reputation.

With the Bangkok summit, a three-pillared ASEM structure emerged: a
political pillar, an economic pillar and a civil society pillar. At the apex of the
forum is the biennial summit, which brings together the heads of state and
government of the ASEM member countries and takes place alternately in Asia
and in Europe. Summits are prepared by biennial foreign minister meetings and
more frequent senior officials consultations. Over time, ministerial rounds with
meetings of economic ministers, finance ministers, labor and employment
ministers, transport ministers, cultural ministers, educational ministers, science
and technology ministers and environmental ministers proliferated. Ministerial
conferences also targeted migratory flows between Asia and Europe and energy
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security.> Annual, later biennial, meetings of business representatives in the Asia-
Europe Business Forum (AEBF) constituted the economic pillar (Yeo, Gaens &
Islam 2016: 11), while the Asia-Europe Foundation (ASEF) was created to
facilitate civil society interactions and people-to-people contacts. The Asia-
Europe Parliamentary Partnership (ASEP) biennially convened parliamentarians
(Riland & Carrapatoso 2015) and, outside the ASEM forum, (critical) civil
society organized meetings under the aegis of the Asia-Europe People’s Forum
(AEPF) parallel to ASEM summits (Bersick 2008; Freistein 2008).

Gilson (2002) and Hanggi (2003) argued that the formation of ASEM was
decisive in shaping an Asian regional identity based on the East Asian Economic
Caucus (EAEC). The precursor of the EAEC, the East Asian Economic Grouping
(EAEG), was a brainchild of Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad, first
broached in 1991. The EAEC formed a region consisting of ASEAN plus China,
Japan and South Korea. Mahathir conceptualized it as an Asian defense against
Washington’s dominant neoliberal agenda in the Asia-Pacific promoted by
APEC. The EAEC also explicitly excluded Australia and New Zealand from
ASEM, two Anglo-Pacific countries which Mahathir refused to regard as part of
Asia.

For the EU, ASEM represented an opportunity to assert its independence from
the influence of the U.S. Since the latter were not a member of ASEM, the EU
regarded this forum as a chance to establish itself as a significant global player,
distinct from its usual association with the U.S.-led Western bloc. With the
exception of the period when ASEAN countries and South Korea were affected
by the AFC, the EU decided to downgrade its normative goals and, instead, focus
on practical issues of mutual interest with Asian members in ASEM, setting aside
contentious themes.

Under the Asia-Europe Cooperation Framework (AECF) agreed in 2000
(Yeo, Gaens & Islam 2016: 5), a dialogue format emerged that exhibited strong
traits of the ASEAN Way. Like the latter, ASEM cherished “lean”
institutionalization, non-binding “soft” law, flexibility, informality, pragmatism,
multi-dimensionality and equality. A case in point is the aversion of many ASEM
members to the formation of an ASEM Secretariat. ASEM thus contributed more
to ASEAN’s identity as an institution and norm-building organization in regional
and global politics than to a wider East Asian identity. It is thus unsurprising that
as an extremely loosely institutionalized forum ASEM summits consisted of
inconsequentially monitored laundry-lists of “low politics™ projects. Its focus was
on sharing of information and best practices (Yeo 2019: 4), but not the negotiation
on global or regional issues.

® See Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Japan, “The Asia-Europe Meeting. The framework.” Available
at: https://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/economy/asem/framework.html, (accessed 20 August 2024).
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The East Asian identity that Gilson saw forged by ASEM was quite short-
lived. In the 2004, 2008, 2010, 2012 and 2014 enlargements, ASEM more than
doubled its membership from twenty-six to fifty-three. Although both sides, the
European as well the Asian grew, the enlargement had a particularly diluting
effect on Asian identity-building. Non-Asian countries such as Australia and New
Zealand became members on the Asian side and also Russia’s identity was more
European than Asian. The great diversity of the Asian side, with countries
competing among each other for power and influence like China, India and Japan,
with quite different interests and normative orientations left little space for
shaping a common Asian identity. These differences are reflected in policy fields
that in the last decade have been at the forefront of ASEM such as infrastructure
development and connectivity (Prakash 2016; 2021). With the Chinese Belt-and-
Road Initiative (BRI) and the Japanese Quality Infrastructure program two very
different approaches compete with each other. For both powers infrastructure
development is a vehicle to increase their geopolitical influence in Asia and other
parts of the Global South. The BRI even goes so far as claiming to establish a new
international order with Chinese characteristics. But also on the European side,
eastern enlargement has negatively affected the EU’s identity and cohesion as
accession countries nurture an uneasy attitude towards the EU’s supranationalism
norm (Nadalutti & Rlland 2024). The growing EU skepticism in these countries
spilled over to tight-wing populist movement in EU core members and culminated
in the Brexit.

ASEM’s enlargement not only diluted regional identities, it even undermined
the forum’s interregional nature. With fifty-three members, more than ever
ASEM has become an inconsequential talk shop. With the re-emergence of
competitive geopolitics since the early 2000s, ASEM has also given up any
ambitions it initially cultivated as a “multilateral utility” in an emerging global
governance architecture. It increasingly approximates the type of international
organizations as it has emerged under the auspices of what can be classified as
“diminished multilateralism” (Riiland 2012). Members increasingly use it for
institutional balancing purposes. Its shallow institutions are characterized by
contingency, “soft law,” informality, flexibility and pragmatism. As ASEM
functionally and territorially overlaps with institutions such as the ASEAN-EU
dialogue relations and the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), it contributes to
institutional redundancy. A plethora of bilateral meetings in the sidelines of
ASEM add to the rise of a “new bilateralism” (Kiatpongsan 2010) and its state-
centrism leaves little space for non-state stakeholders. Its current impact on
regional identity building is thus marginal. The most it achieves is national
identity building as it strengthens the self-respect of member states for whom
ASEM membership signals that they are important and constructive members of
the international community.
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3.3 Hybrid interregionalism and regional identities

The EU entertains hybrid interregional relations with China, Japan, India and
since the collapse of free trade negotiations with ASEAN as a group in 2009 also
with Singapore, Vietnam, Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand and the Philippines.
While bilateral free trade agreements with Singapore and Vietnam are meanwhile
in force, the others are still at different stages of negotiation. As in these group-
to-country relations only one side is a RO, they have the potential of directly
impacting the regional identity of only the RO involved. In the case of the EU’s
hybrid interregional relations with Asian partners, the one that ambiguously
affects its regional identity and cohesion is the interaction with China.

EC relations with China started in 1975 (Zhou 2017: 3). Summit relations
began in 1998 at the sidelines of ASEM2 in London (ibid.: 4). Since then twenty-
four summits between the EU and China have taken place. In 2003, Brussels and
Beijing elevated their relationship to a comprehensive strategic partnership (ibid.:
5). After a “honeymoon” phase in the 2000s (ibid.: 8), relations have become
increasingly tense and contentious since Xi Jinping became secretary general of
the Chinese Communist Party in 2012 and Chinese president in 2013.

Due to China’s rise to the world’s second largest economy and its increasing
military strength, a power shift in the relationship occurred. Beijing used its
growing clout to initiate a “divide-and-conquer” policy towards the EU. Starting
in 2012, with its 16+1 forum (which after Greece’s accession in 2019 became a
17+1, and the withdrawal of the three Baltic states in 2021 and 2022 decreased to
the current 14+1 format),® China seeks to establish special relations with Eastern
European members and accession candidates to the EU. As the forum bypasses
EU institutions, critics regard it as China’s “Trojan horse in Europe.”” Although
Eastern European countries were reluctant to mutate into a forum endorsing
China’s international political agenda (Jakobowski 2018: 668), 16+1 had divisive
effects for the EU as it gave Euro-skeptical right-wing populist governments such
as previously in Poland under the PiS party or in Hungary Orban’s Fidesz party
the opportunity to play the China card when their conflicts with Brussels
escalated. These regimes shared with China a strong adherence to national
sovereignty as embodied in their thinly veiled aversion to the EU’s post-sovereign
supranationalism. Promising lavish infrastructure modernization projects, China
sought to integrate these countries into its Belt-and-Road Initiative (BRI); in the
case of the Budapest-Belgrade railway project even allegedly violating EU
bidding regulations.® However, in the meantime, due to increasing
disillusionment with Chinese promises® and in the light of China’s support of

¢ Politico, 11 August 2022; South China Morning Post, 12 August 2022.
" The Diplomat, 11 May 2024.

8 The Financial Times, 20 February 2017.

® East Asia Forum, 20 June 2020; Eurasia Review, 9 March 2021.

84



Jurgen Ruland / «Regionalism through Interregionalismy» Revisited: Did Europe’s Relations with
Asia Strengthen Regional Identities?

Russia’s war in Ukraine, East Europeans’ relations with China cooled down, a
process climaxing with the withdrawal of the Baltic states from 17+1 and Italy’s
end of active BRI endorsement in December 2023.1° Currently, it is only Orban’s
Hungary on which Beijing can count as an ally in the EU.%

While 14+1 undoubtedly has the potential to dilute the EU’s regional identity
and to weaken the grouping’s cohesion, the Ukraine conflict, unfair Chinese trade
practices, an undervalued exchange rate, overproduction, hidden subsidies such
as currently in the Chinese export of electric vehicles, hostile takeovers of firms
in strategic economic sectors, restricted access for European investors to the
Chinese market and forced technology transfers have in recent years closed EU
ranks against China. In a 2019 document, the European Commission
characterized China as “partner for cooperation,” “economic competitor” and
“systemic rival” (European Commission 2019: 1). The EU also retaliated with
restrictions on Chinese firms in procurement and the establishment of an
investment screening mechanism.'?> With the 2018 Asia-Europe Connectivity
Strategy and the 2021 Global Gateway program, it launched infrastructure
development schemes seeking to (so far unsuccessfully) compete with the
Chinese BRI. While for many years, economic and geopolitical issues had been
separated from normative issues — the latter relegated to an inconsequential
human rights dialogue in 1996 (Zhou 2017: 4)* — more recently the EU also
resumed its normative power identity in its relations with China. EU critique
focused on systematic human rights violations in Xinjiang and Tibet, the
imposition of a national security law in Hong Kong and increasingly repressive
domestic conditions.*

EU interregional interactions with Japan and India are more institutional
balancing exercises than identity building relationships. Both countries are
apprehensive about the Chinese rise of power and Beijing’s increasingly assertive
policies in their neighborhood. Tokyo rejects Chinese claims on the Senkaku (in
Chinese: Diaoyu) islands and on much of the South China Sea, an important sea
route for Japanese trade. Concern also causes China’s repeated aggressive actions
in the Taiwan Strait. India is worried about Chinese naval activities in the Indian
Ocean, which New Delhi considers as Indian defense perimeter, and massive
Chinese BRI projects in Myanmar and Pakistan. The EU, which is ideationally
closer to these two democracies than to autocratic China has in recent years
particularly stepped up relations with Japan, culminating in a free trade agreement
concluded in 2019. All in all, the activation of hybrid interregional relations with

10 The Diplomat, 13 January 2024.

1 East Asia Forum, 22 June 2024; The Japan News, 5 August 2024.

12 The Diplomat, 11 December 2020.

13 The Diplomat, 1 September 2021, 11 December 2020.

14 East Asia Forum, 20 June 2020; The Diplomat, 1 September 2021, 23 December 2023.
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Japan and India thus must be seen as an EU attempt of containing China and a
major dimension of its “de-risking” strategy versus Beijing.

The EU’s hybrid interregional relationships to these countries as well as
various ASEAN countries have had little impact on the EU’s regional identity,
except affirming the EU’s presence in international politics as a major criterion
of actorness (Allen & Smith 1990; Doidge 2011). For Asian countries the effect
is even less and largely indirect. In the ASEAN case, bilateral free trade
agreements and negotiations with individual member countries only suggest that
the confidence and trust of the EU in the grouping has limits. It signals that — at
least currently - Brussels does not see promising prospects to conclude a trade
agreement with the entire grouping, something that many others actors have
achieved.

4. Conclusion

Returning to this article’s research question, it can be concluded that the identity-
building function, which constructivist scholars highlighted in the heydays of
interregionalism in the early 2000s (Gilson 1998, 2002; Héanggi 2003; Mdller
2016), has been overrated. Identity building effects triggered by interregional
relations exist, although they are difficult to measure. The case of Asia-Europe
interregionalism suggests that among the three formats of interregional
interactions, only group-to-group relations seem to have a tangible effect. This at
least can be concluded from ASEAN-EU dialogue relations. Yet these identity
building functions do not necessarily strengthen cooperation between the two
ROs. They have thrown the differences between the EU and ASEAN into sharp
relief and temporarily even paralyzed interregional cooperation. ASEAN-EU
dialogue relations thus also contribute little to the “multilateral utility” functions
that optimistic liberal scholars of global governance have attributed to
interregionalism (Dent 2004). Initial identity building that the transregional
ASEM forum facilitated has quickly dissipated with continuous enlargement
rounds. The latter have transformed the dialogue to a very lose and contingent
international forum as they have been shaped by an intensifying “diminished
multilateralism,” which diluted multilateralism’s cooperative ethos and eroded
interregionalism’s building block functions for an emerging, increasingly nested
global governance architecture. Identity building functions have been virtually
non-existent in the EU’s many hybrid interregional relationships. Only the
dialogue with China has some ambiguous effects on the EU itself, with China’s
rise to a formidable great power weakening European identity and cohesion
though Beijing’s divide-et-impera strategies and intra-European disagreements,
but lately — as interests with China diverge and problems in the mutual relations
mount — closing ranks and a more critical attitude toward China.
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