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Abstract: This special issue delves into the complex and dynamic processes of identity and
community formation within Europe and Asia amid the intertwined forces of globalization,
regionalism, and interregionalism. Through empirical research and theoretical innovation, the articles
challenge established paradigms, exploring the fluid, contested nature of regional identities shaped by
historical legacies, cultural narratives, and geopolitical strategies. This collection not only provides a
critical examination of identity in contemporary international relations but also a dialogue on the
implications for regional policy and governance, urging policymakers to consider the mutable nature
of identities in their strategies. The focus on Europe and Asia highlights their unique interregional
dynamics, making a compelling case for their pivotal role in global regionalism and identity politics.
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This special issue embarks on a critical exploration of the intricate and
multifaceted processes of identity and community formation within the regional
contexts of Europe and Asia (Hénggi, Roloff & Riiland 2006). In an era where the
forces of globalization, regionalism, and interregionalism are increasingly
entangled, understanding the construction, negotiation, and (re-)production of
regional identities becomes paramount. This special issue is not just an academic
exercise; it is a critical inquiry into the very fabric of contemporary international
relations, where identities are anchors of stability and catalysts of change (Hettne
2005).

The decision to focus on Europe and Asia, rather than other continents, is
informed by the unique and historically grounded interregional dynamics that
characterize their relationship. Europe and Asia have long been intertwined
through complex geopolitical, economic, and cultural exchanges that have shaped
and reshaped regional identities over centuries. This historical depth offers a
fertile ground for examining the processes of identity formation and community
building in ways that are both globally relevant and locally specific (Maull et al.
1998).

Europe and Asia are also at the forefront of contemporary interregionalism,
with initiatives such as the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) and ASEAN-EU
dialogue relations serving as key platforms for interregional engagement. These
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interactions provide rich empirical cases that highlight how regional identities are
not only constructed internally but are also influenced by external interactions and
perceptions. The historical legacies of colonialism, the Cold War, and more recent
geopolitical shifts add layers of complexity to these interactions, making the study
of Europe-Asia relations particularly significant for understanding broader
patterns of regionalism and identity formation in the global context (Miiller 2018;
Nadalutti, Riiland 2024).

The special issue’s articles go beyond with merely reinforcing established
theories. Instead, they challenge conventional wisdom by delving into the fluid,
contested, and often contradictory nature of regional identities. Through rigorous
empirical research and innovative theoretical frameworks, these contributions
illuminate how identities are continuously reshaped through the interplay of local,
regional, and global forces. This special issue critically examines the dynamic
processes through which historical legacies, cultural narratives, and geopolitical
strategies intersect, revealing the complexities of regional integration in a world
where identities are neither fixed nor monolithic.

The aim is to push the boundaries of scholarly discourse, offering fresh
insights into the role of interregional dialogues (here Riiland, Umezawa), cross-
border cooperation (Nadalutti, Nadalutti et al.), and national identity articulation
in shaping regional communities (Bekemans). The contributions here do not
simply describe the mechanics of identity formation; they dissect and reconstruct
them, providing a nuanced understanding that is both timely and transformative.
By foregrounding the mutable nature of identities, the issue underscores the
importance of viewing regional integration as a process of continuous negotiation
and redefinition, rather than as a static or inevitable outcome.

Furthermore, the articles offer critical reflections on the implications of these
identity dynamics for regional policy and governance. They argue that the
historical and cultural underpinnings of regional identities, combined with the
pressures of contemporary geopolitical shifts, demand a more sophisticated
approach to governance that can accommodate the complex realities of the
twenty-first century. This special issue, therefore, is not only an academic
contribution but also a call to action for policymakers and practitioners to rethink
their strategies in light of these evolving identities. To the extent that it challenges
customary methodologies and seeks new ways for grasping the complexity of
contemporary identities, the special issue is ultimately a contribution to the
philosophy of political and social sciences.

As we transition into a detailed analysis of each contribution, this introduction
lays the groundwork for a deeper engagement with the specific ways in which
each article enriches our understanding of identity and community building in
regional contexts. Each article offers a distinct perspective, together constructing
a rich tapestry of insights that are essential for navigating the increasingly
complex landscape of regional and global affairs. By focusing on Europe and
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Asia, this special issue illuminates the critical role these regions play in shaping
the future of regionalism and global identity politics, making it an indispensable
resource for scholars, policymakers, and practitioners alike.

Léonce Bekemans’s article, “Community-building in the EU: A Personalist
Perspective,” presents a nuanced and philosophically rich examination of the
concept of community within the European Union. The central contribution of
Bekemans’s work lies in his application of personalist philosophy, particularly as
it was embodied by the EU’s Founding Fathers, such as Robert Schuman.
Through this lens, Bekemans argues for a European integration process that is
deeply rooted in values such as human dignity, solidarity, subsidiarity, and the
common good. These values, he contends, are essential for the EU to navigate its
role both internally, among its member states, and externally, on the global stage.

The issue at the heart of Bekemans’ analysis is the complex relationship
between the concept of community and the European model of integration. He
explores how the foundational personalist philosophy, which emphasizes the
intrinsic worth of each individual within a broader communal context, can guide
the EU in fostering a sense of unity while respecting the diversity of its member
states. By delving into the historical and philosophical underpinnings of the EU’s
community-building efforts, Bekemans provides a critical examination of how
these values have shaped, developed over time, and should continue to shape, the
evolution of the European Union.

Bekemans’s article makes a profound and essential contribution to the broader
thematic inquiry of this special issue, which examines the intricate dynamics of
identity and community within regional and cross-border contexts. By
incorporating a philosophical dimension, Bekemans enhances the
multidisciplinary approach of the issue, urging a critical examination of how
ethical values should be interwoven into the discourse on European identity and
community. His work challenges the predominantly empirical and theoretical
analyses by advocating for a deeper reflection on the moral and ethical
underpinnings that must accompany discussions of identity in the European
context. This integration of ethics not only aligns seamlessly with the overarching
theme of this special issue but also provides a distinctive and necessary
perspective that enriches and broadens the scope of the inquiry. By doing so,
Bekemans ensures that the discourse on European identity is not merely a matter
of theoretical exploration or empirical observation but is also grounded in a
thoughtful consideration of the values that should guide the evolution of
community and identity in Europe. This philosophical lens adds a critical depth
to the issue, offering readers a more holistic understanding of the complex
interplay between identity, community, and the ethical principles that underpin
them.
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Although Bekemans does not frame his exploration around a specific research
question, the article implicitly asks how the EU can sustain and enhance its
community in a way that remains true to the personalist values that have
historically guided its integration. This inquiry is crucial for understanding the
challenges and opportunities that lie ahead for the EU as it seeks to maintain
cohesion in an increasingly fragmented world.

In a nutshell, Bekemans’s article is a valuable contribution to the special issue,
offering a thought-provoking exploration of the philosophical foundations of
community-building in the EU. However, while the personalist perspective
provides deep insights, it may also limit the exploration of alternative approaches
to community and identity, particularly those that are more secular or rooted in
different cultural traditions. Nonetheless, Bekemans’s emphasis on values-driven
integration offers a compelling vision for the future of the European Union.

Elisabetta Nadalutti, Martin Guillermo Ramirez and Eduardo Medeiros’s
article, “Navigating Identities and Communities: Insights from the European
Borderlands,” offers an exploration of the evolving dynamics of identity
formation and community building within European border regions. Building on
Aristotelian political theory, particularly on insights from “Politics” and
“Nicomachean Ethics,” the authors apply classical philosophical thinking to
contemporary European border regions, presenting them as pivotal areas for
fostering European solidarity and governance.

The main issue analyzed in the article revolves around how European border
regions navigate the delicate balance between local identities and broader
European networks, a balance that is increasingly critical in the context of
European integration. The authors argue that these border regions, often sites of
overlapping sovereignties, cultural intersections, and historical scars serve as
laboratories for observing and understanding the complexities of identity and
community within the European Union. By focusing on the concept of the ‘polis’
and ‘koinonia’ as essential elements for human flourishing, the article posits that
cross-border cooperation and local autonomy are vital for preserving local
identities while simultaneously contributing to broader community integration.

This article significantly contributes to the overarching theme of the special
issue by linking the philosophical underpinnings of identity and community with
empirical insights drawn from case studies within the European borderlands.
These case studies, particularly those from the b-solutions compendium, highlight
the practical challenges and solutions in cross-border interactions, underscoring
the importance of harmonizing local and supranational interests. The authors
connect Aristotelian philosophy with contemporary policy issues, offering an
alternative analytical framework for understanding how local identity
preservation can coexist with, and even enhance, European integration.
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The central research question that guides the analysis is: How do European
border regions balance local identities within broader networks, and what
implications does this have for European integration? This question is crucial for
understanding the role of border regions as microcosms of European integration,
where the interplay between national and European identities is most pronounced.
The article hypothesizes that local autonomy and cross-border cooperation are not
only compatible but also essential for the preservation of local identities and the
promotion of community integration within the European Union.

This article critically engages with other contributions in the special issue,
particularly Riiland’s analysis in “Regionalism through Interregionalism
Revisited” and Bekemans’s examination of EU community building. Riiland’s
work, which investigates the role of interregional relations in fostering regional
identities, provides a macro-level perspective that this article complements by
offering a micro-level analysis focused on European border regions. While
Riiland examines the potential of interregionalism to shape identity, this article
nuances that discussion by emphasizing how identity formation in border regions
is influenced not only by top-down interregional dynamics but also by the lived
experiences, interactions and everyday practices at the local level.

Similarly, Bekemans’s philosophical exploration of regional identity finds
resonance here, though this article extends the discussion by applying Aristotelian
political theory to the specific challenges of identity and community in European
borderlands. In doing so, it not only aligns with but also critically expands upon
the arguments presented by Riiland and Bekemans, suggesting that local
autonomy and cross-border cooperation are essential in the complex interplay
between regional and supranational identities.

Elisabetta Nadalutti’s article, “Bridging Borders: Does Cross-Border
Cooperation Shape Identities and Communities in the Upper Adriatic?” presents
an insightful examination of how cross-border cooperation, particularly in the
Upper Adriatic region encompassing parts of Italy and Slovenia, impacts regional
identities and fosters community cohesion. Nadalutti’s study is grounded in the
context of Europeanization and the effects of EU-funded initiatives like Interreg,
revealing how top-down European approaches are interwoven with bottom-up
responses to facilitate regional integration and cultivate a multi-layered
citizenship that transcends traditional national boundaries through active civil
society engagement.

The central issue analyzed in the article is the impact of cross-border
cooperation on regional identities and community cohesion in the Upper Adriatic,
a region with a complex history of shifting borders and diverse cultural
influences. Nadalutti explores how these cross-border initiatives influence
regional identities, examining whether they foster a shared sense of community
across national boundaries or whether they reinforce divisions. The article
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highlights the contradictory findings that, on the one hand, there is a general
rhetoric of reduced historical animosities and increased collaboration among
border communities, while on the other hand, new socio-economic barriers and
cultural fragmentation may evolve and persist.

Nadalutti’s article contributes to the broader discourse on European
integration by offering a critical analysis of the role of cross-border cooperation
in shaping identities and communities in border regions. Her use of Practice
Theory to frame the analysis of cross-border interactions provides a robust
framework for understanding how everyday practices and interactions contribute
to the construction of regional identities and community cohesion. This approach
aligns with the special issue’s emphasis on the dynamics of identity and
community within regional contexts, particularly in areas where national and
cultural boundaries intersect.

The research question at the heart of Nadalutti’s analysis is clear: To what
extent do cross-border cooperation practices in the Upper Adriatic influence
regional identities and community cohesion? This inquiry is crucial for
understanding the complex interplay between local and European identities in
regions marked by historical divisions and diverse cultural legacies. Nadalutti
hypothesizes that while cross-border cooperation can enhance regional
integration and community cohesion, it also faces significant challenges in
overcoming deep-seated cultural and socio-economic barriers.

In conclusion, Nadalutti’s article is a critical and nuanced contribution to the
special issue, providing insights into the complexities of cross-border cooperation
and its effects on identity formation in the Upper Adriatic. Her analysis
underscores the importance of considering both the successes and limitations of
cross-border initiatives, particularly in regions with a history of cultural and
political divisions. The article’s critical perspective challenges overly optimistic
narratives of seamless integration, calling for a more nuanced understanding of
the ongoing challenges in fostering a cohesive cross-border identity in Europe.

Jirgen Riiland’s article, titled “Regionalism through Interregionalism
Revisited: Did Europe’s Relations with Asia Strengthen Regional Identities?”
provides a critical analysis of the impact of interregionalism on regional identity
formation, particularly focusing on Europe’s relations with Asia. The article
revisits the theoretical assumption, notably advanced by Julie Gilson and Heiner
Héanggi, that interregionalism could strengthen regional identities, and it
scrutinizes this claim through an empirical examination of the ASEAN-EU
dialogue, the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM), and the EU’s hybrid interregional
relationships with Asian countries like China, Japan, and India.

Riiland’s main contribution lies in his rigorous examination of whether
interregional interactions have indeed fostered stronger regional identities in
Europe and Asia. He challenges the optimistic view that interregionalism



Esercizi Filosofici 18, 2023

necessarily leads to identity building, presenting evidence that such effects have
been overstated. Specifically, the article demonstrates that while the ASEAN-EU
dialogue has had some impact on shaping Southeast Asian regional identity, the
ASEM has largely failed to contribute to a cohesive Asian identity. Furthermore,
the EU’s hybrid interregional relationships, particularly with China, have
produced ambiguous effects, often exacerbating divisions within Europe rather
than strengthening regional cohesion.

The issue analyzed in the article is the role of interregionalism in regional
identity building. Riiland explores how various forms of interregional
interaction—whether group-to-group, transregional, or hybrid—have influenced
the development of regional identities in Europe and Asia. His analysis shows that
the anticipated identity-building effects are more limited than previously thought,
with significant variations depending on the type of interregionalism and the
specific geopolitical contexts.

Riiland’s work contributes to the overall theme of the special issue by
critically assessing the actual outcomes of interregionalism in terms of regional
identity formation. By providing a detailed theoretical and empirical analysis, the
article highlights the complexities and limitations of interregionalism as a tool for
fostering regional identities, thereby enriching the broader discussion on the
dynamics of identity and community in international relations.

The research question that guides Riiland’s analysis is: To what extent has
interregionalism between Europe and Asia strengthened regional identities? This
question is central to understanding the broader implications of interregionalism
in global governance and regional integration. Riiland’s findings suggest that
while interregionalism can contribute to regional identity formation under certain
conditions, its overall impact has been modest and often counterproductive,
particularly when power asymmetries and divergent interests are at play.

Indeed, Riiland’s article provides a critical reassessment of the identity-
building functions of interregionalism, offering valuable insights into the limits
of this approach in promoting regional cohesion. His analysis is a significant
contribution to the special issue, challenging prevailing assumptions and
prompting a reevaluation of the role of interregionalism in global and regional
governance.

Hana Umezawa’s article, “Identity at the Crossroads: Japan’s Role in Regional
Community Building in East Asia,” offers a profound exploration of Japan’s
complex identity and how it shapes the country’s approach to regional community
building in East Asia. The main contribution of Umezawa’s work lies in its
detailed analysis of Japan’s “sui generis” identity, characterized by a unique blend
of Westernism, Asianism, and Internationalism. This identity, deeply rooted in
Japan’s historical, geopolitical, and economic development, has influenced its

strategic positioning in East Asia, particularly in its engagement with Asia’s oldest
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and most influential regional organization, the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN).

The issue analyzed in the article revolves around Japan’s ambiguous identity
in the context of East Asia and how this identity informs its cautious yet strategic
participation in regional community-building initiatives. Umezawa argues that
Japan’s identity crisis, stemming from its historical experiences and geopolitical
realities, necessitates a nuanced approach to regionalism. Japan has consistently
engaged in regional affairs but has often refrained from assuming a clear
leadership role, opting instead for a strategy of “open regionalism” and leading
from behind that balances its relations with both its regional partners and its
Western allies, particularly the United States.

Umezawa’s article contributes significantly to the overall issue by providing
a comprehensive examination of how Japan’s identity influences its regional
policies and its potential as a (reluctant) leader in East Asia. The article’s
interdisciplinary approach, combining historical analysis with discourse analysis,
enriches the special issue’s broader exploration of identity and community
dynamics in regional contexts. By highlighting Japan’s role in fostering a
cooperative and prosperous regional community, the article provides depth to the
understanding of how national identity can shape regional integration processes.

The research question that guides Umezawa’s analysis is implicit but clear:
How does Japan’s unique identity influence its approach to regional community
building in East Asia? This question is crucial for understanding the complexities
of Japan’s foreign policy and its implications for regional integration. Umezawa’s
findings suggest that Japan’s identity, shaped by a history of Westernization and
a renewed focus on Asianism and Internationalism, plays a pivotal role in
determining its strategies and interactions within the region.

In sum, Umezawa’s article provides a nuanced and critical perspective on
Japan’s role in East Asian regionalism. The analysis underscores the importance
of understanding national identity as a key factor in regional policy-making and
community building. While Japan’s approach of “open regionalism” reflects its
ambiguous identity, it also demonstrates the country’s commitment to fostering a
balanced and inclusive regional order.

In closing, this special issue transcends mere academic discourse, positioning
itself as a contribution to the understanding of how identity and community are
inextricably linked to the dynamics of regionalism and global interactions. By
immersing into the fluid and often contested nature of regional identities within
Europe and Asia, these articles collectively provide a lens through which to view
the ongoing evolution of (micro)regional, (macro-)regional and interregional
relationships. The challenge now lies in translating these insights into actionable
strategies, encouraging policymakers to adopt a more nuanced and adaptable
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approach to regional integration—one that acknowledges the ever-shifting
landscape of identity and community in an increasingly interconnected world.
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