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Introduction 

The study of regions, regionalisms and 
regional phenomenon as a whole have been 
part of the International Relations study 
agenda for at least five decades, with its dif-
ferent aspects being addressed from various 
theoretical perspectives, each adopting a 
profusion of terms and concepts that, not 
rarely, fail to dialogue with one another. 
However, regardless of the approach adopt-
ed, whether considering regions as a result 
of cultural interactions or formed by sys-
temic factors, created by states or resulting 
from the action of state and non-state ac-
tors, the literature seems to omit comments 
about the processes by which a region aris-
es, especially as regards the political mean-
ings of these processes.

In an article originally published in 
1994, Iver B. Neumann sought to contrib-
ute to this debate in an attempt to overcome 
the gap presented by other theoretical per-
spectives, which he believed did not provide 
adequate explanations of the construction 
processes behind the idea of a region. De-
veloping his theoretical framework from the 

assumptions originally presented by Bene-
dict Anderson (1983) in the book Imagined 
Communities: Reflections on the Origin and 
Spread of Nationalism, Neumann argues that 
regions should be understood as imagined 
communities, which are preceded by actors 
who “as part of some political project, see it 
in their interest to imagine a certain spatial 
and chronological identity for a region, and 
to disseminate this imagination to a maxi-
mum number of other people” (Neumann, 
2003, p. 161). Thus, regions are, above all, 
cognitive constructs related to political proj-
ects, built through actors’ discourse.

Although he presents a refreshing vision 
of regional studies by providing a new under-
standing of regionalisms, in empirical terms 
Neumann limits his efforts to understand-
ing Northern Europe, basing his theoretical 
approach on the challenges imposed by the 
study of this specific region, not presenting 
any methodology capable of implementing 
it in other regions. Likewise, even though 
Neumann’s region-building approach served 
as the theoretical framework for a good num-
ber of empirical studies in the years follow-
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ing the publication of his article1, in general, 
these also present a severe methodological 
deficiency, not making clear which discourse 
was analyzed or, more importantly, within 
which parameters. This results in research 
with low replicability, in which the selection 
of datasets and the parameters of analysis are 
unclear, leaving room for potential selection 
based on a confirmation bias.

These shortcomings have already been 
previously noted by other authors. For in-
stance, Tassinari’s (2004) proposal is based 
on merging Neumann’s region-building 
approach with Regional Security Complex 
Theory (RSCT) in order to use the latter 
theoretical framework to overcome the defi-
ciencies of the former, creating what he calls 
“the Critical Region Building Approach.” 
To some extent, Tassinari (2004) succeeds in 
his proposal, but the product of his efforts is 
limited to studies focusing on regions purely 
defined in security terms. This article will try 
and go beyond this.

The final objective of this article is to 
present a refinement of Neumann’s region-
building approach theory, which hopefully 
will facilitate the development of more con-
sistent and clearer methodologies applicable 
to any region. Specific objectives are: 
• to understand on which kind of basis 

region-building narratives are built; 
• to present a set of analytical dimensions 

to guide the proper study of region-
building narratives; 

• to suggest a base for methodologies 
capable of universally applying Neu-
mann’s region-building approach. 

The research presented here has primar-
ily theoretical nature, using a bibliographic 

1 For some examples, see: Browning (2003); Keskitalo (2004; 2007); Abdenur and Souza Neto (2014); and Delcour (2015).

review method to situate itself in the litera-
ture about regions as a whole and to suggest 
advances based on the reflections obtained.

Even though Neumann’s region-build-
ing approach is the theoretical framework 
on which this research is based and to 
which it intends to contribute, it should 
be emphasized that region-building narra-
tives, the focus of the theory, are not built 
in a conceptual vacuum, but rather draw on 
previously established concepts and defini-
tions of what a region is. These are partly 
constructed by other theories that study 
regional phenomenon, making their revi-
sion vital for the adequate accomplishment 
of the work proposed here. This paper will 
be divided into three main sections, with 
the first one dedicated to analyzing how re-
gions are understood in different theories. 
This section will begin with a discussion of 
the models used to organize regional stud-
ies in the field of International Relations, 
focusing on the dichotomous model of 
“old” and “new” regionalisms, supported by 
authors such as Fredrik Söderbaum (2003) 
and Björn Hettne (1994), and the organi-
zational matrix proposed by Fabrizio Tas-
sinari (2004), followed by the analysis of 
five theoretical groups: Neorealism; Liberal 
Theories; Globalism; Constructivism; and 
RSCT. The paper will then return to the 
matrix drawn by Tassinari (2004), which 
will guide the development of a literature 
map, i.e., a visual representation of how 
each of the theories is situated within a gen-
eral framework (Cresswell, 2014).

The second section will focus on the 
region-building approach proposed by Neu-
mann (1994), the central theory of this re-
search. Neumann questions the origins of 
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regions as a manifest phenomenon, always 
guided by the same question: “whose re-
gion?” In this sense, his approach does not 
clash with any previous theories, which, in 
their essence, discuss what elements is the 
existence of a region based upon, while Neu-
mann’s questions are directed at asking “how 
and why the existence of a given region 
was postulated in the first place, who per-
petuates its existence with what intentions” 
(Neumann, 2003, p. 162), it is thus a theory 
focused on region-building narratives, not 
regions per se.

Finally, the third section presents the 
results of the research, suggesting a theoreti-
cal refinement of Neumann’s approach based 
on the presentation of four analytical dimen-
sions to guide the study of region-building 
narratives. It is argued that with these one is 
able to clearly seek the answer to the ques-
tion “whose region?” when applied to em-
pirical cases.

The main theoretical  
approaches to regional studies

For decades the study of regions has 
been one of the main subjects addressed by 
the field of International Relations. As Tassi-
nari (2004, p. 15) points out, concepts such 
as regionalism, regionalization, regional co-
operation, and regional integration have 
been widely used in theoretical and empiri-
cal studies of various forms, which are as-
sociated with different theoretical currents2. 
However, these studies lack cohesion be-
tween themselves, giving the different mean-

2 Based on the work of Banks (1969), William Thompson (1973) presented a survey of 22 authors, spread across 
five theoretical perspectives, all associated with the old regionalisms. Today these represent merely a fraction of the 
existing theoretical universe.

3 Gamble and Payne (2003), for instance, define regionalism as a state-led project, while regionalization refers to a 
process more related to social spheres.

ings of terms associated with the regional 
phenomenon. As Tassinari (2004, p.  15) 
himself stated,

there is not perfect harmony in terms of the 
manner in which these terms are employed 
in the different sources. As a result, the at-
tempt to put forward a comprehensive re-
view may easily fall short as a rather sterile 
struggle focusing on attaching and detach-
ing different labels to different concepts. 

The lack of cohesion between the dif-
ferent theoretical approaches that deal with 
regions also manifests in the form of propos-
als to organize and group them in categories 
of analysis. Perhaps the categorization crite-
rion that has been most commonly used is 
the division between works concerned with 
the study of ‘old’ or ‘new’ regionalisms, but, 
before presenting the distinctions between 
these two categories, it is necessary to define 
the very concept of regionalism. Although it 
is hard to find a consensus3, this paper will 
adopt the definition proposed by Fredrik 
Söderbaum (2003, p. 7), according to which 
regionalism “concerns the ideas, identities 
and ideologies related to a regional proj-
ect.” In this sense, “old regionalisms” refer 
to studies that began in the 1960s, based 
on a rationalist view and with the states as 
the central actors of the analysis. On the 
other hand, “new regionalisms,” which have 
emerged since the 1990s, challenge the ra-
tionalist and state-centrist approach of their 
predecessors, bringing to the focus of the 
analysis the actions and thoughts of sub-
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national actors (Söderbaum, 2003, p.  10). 
Björn Hettne (1994) provides the most ob-
jective view of the distinctions between both 
theoretical sets: 

Whereas the old regionalism was formed in a 
bipolar Cold War context, the new is taking 
shape in a multipolar world order. Whereas 
the old regionalism was created from outside 
and “from above” […] the new is a more 
spontaneous process from within and “from 
below”. […] Whereas the old regionalism 
was specific with regard to objectives, the 
new is a more comprehensive, multidimen-
sional process (Hettne, 1994, p. 1-2).

Alternatively, Iver Neumann (1994, 
p. 53) presents a second proposal to organize 
studies of regions, arguing that the existing 
literature could be organized along a contin-
uum, which would present at its ends “theo-
rists concentrated wholly on either internal 
or external factors” to explain region related 
phenomena. According to him, “inside-out” 
approaches typically justify the existence of 
regions based on cultural similarities and 
political and social interactions between 
the groups belonging to the regions, while 
“outside-in” approaches are focused on sys-
temic aspects, considering geopolitical fac-
tors as the main definers of the regional 
space. Figure 1 presents the basic structure 
of a regional studies literature map, based on 
Neumann’s proposal. 

Essentially, the continuum proposed 
by Neumann focuses exclusively on the 
levels of analysis addressed by each theory, 
i.e., categorization is based on consider-
ations that are systemic (“outside-in”) or 
internal to the region (“inside-out”). Al-
though it provides a good starting point 
for separating and organizing the different 
theoretical approaches to regional studies, 
his model is far from free of criticism. Tas-
sinari (2004, p.  17), for example, points 
out that, if only the one-dimensional 
model proposed by Neumann is consid-
ered, the categorization of studies asso-
ciated with the neorealist and globalist 
theories of International Relations would 
be grouped together at the end of the 
“outside-in” continuum since, despite the 
numerous differences and tension points 
between the two approaches, both see re-
gions as a result of systemic dynamics. 

Based on these considerations, Tassinari 
(2004) suggests adding a second continuum 
of analysis that observes the nature of the 
actors considered in each theory. At one of 
its ends are “top-down” approaches, a clas-
sic position in International Relations that 
considers states as the only relevant actors. 
At the other end are “bottom-up” approach-
es, which see a wide variety of sub-national 
and international actors as relevant for the 
analysis. Thereby, the model adopted by 
Tassinari (2004) fuses the sole dimensions 
of the two models in a single structure: on 
the one hand, it considers the actors that are 
central for the analysis, the main element of 
the dichotomous model that divides region-
al studies between the “new” and “old” re-
gionalisms; furthermore, the validity of the 
continuum defended by Neumann (1994; 
2003) is maintained, based on the level of 
analysis observed by each theory.

Figure 1 – The continuum  
of approaches to regional studies.

Source: Neumann (1994).

Outside-in Inside-out
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Combined, the two axes form the ma-
trix presented in Figure 2, which allows a 
visual presentation of regional studies ac-
cording to their level of analysis (horizontal 
axis) and actors considered in the analysis 
(vertical axis).

will be equally divided into two sections, 
one on the study of globalism and the sec-
ond on constructivism. A fifth theory will 
then be analyzed, the region security com-
plex theory (RSCT), part of the theoreti-
cal framework of the Copenhagen School 
of Security Studies. Although it is concep-
tually close to studies associated with the 
old regionalisms, this theory differs from 
the others due to its unique model, which 
considers regional phenomenon as a simul-
taneous result of systemic and internal dy-
namics to the region itself. For this reason, 
Neumann (1994; 2003) chose to build his 
own approach starting with a direct criticism 
of RSCT, thereby making it appropriate to 
present this theory last.

Old regionalisms
The term “old regionalisms” generally 

refers to approaches whose roots go back to 
the 1960s, dominating the debate about re-
gions until the 1990s. Although it was based 
on the processes of regionalization that took 
place after the World War II, especially on 
the European continent, these approaches 
cannot be considered outdated or inappli-
cable to the regionalization processes experi-
enced in the 21st century. In a general sense, 
these approaches share the same epistemol-
ogy and basic assumptions, adopting a ra-
tionalist and state-centrist posture, focused 
on a “problem-solving” approach, usually as-
sociated with processes of economic integra-
tion or security alliances. The two main the-
oretical currents of International Relations 
associated with the old regionalisms are neo-
realism, focused on structural variables and 
power politics, and liberal theories, whose 
emphasis is on the role of institutions at the 
regional level (Söderbaum, 2003, p. 10; Tas-
sinari, 2004, p. 20). The authors and partic-

Following the approach proposed by 
Tassinari (2004), the positions of the main 
theoretical currents that address the regional 
phenomenon in the field of International 
Relations will now be analyzed, focusing on 
the understanding of what a region is for 
each of these currents. Initially, the division 
between “old” and “new” regionalisms used 
by authors like Hettne (1994), Söderbaum 
(2003), and Hurrell (2005) will be adopted. 
The group understood as being associated 
with old regionalism will be subdivided into 
what are traditionally regarded as the two 
major theoretical currents of International 
Relations: neorealism and liberal theories. 
After this, the analysis of new regionalisms 

Figure 2 – Matrix of theoretical 
approaches to regional studies.

Source: Based on the matrix presented by Tassinari 
(2004, p. 19).

Outside-in Inside-out

Top-Down

Bottom-up
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ularities of each of these theories, especially 
in terms of actors and the level of analysis 
they observe, will be discussed below.

Neorealism
As Stephen Walt (1998, p. 31) points out 

the neorealist theory of International Rela-
tions is characterized essentially by the aban-
donment of explanatory factors associated 
with humans’ bellicose nature — typical of 
works associated with classical realism, such 
as those of Hans Morgenthau (1948) — in 
favor of a perspective focused on power poli-
tics among states and the systemic pressures 
imposed by the international system. Similar-
ly, it is possible to identify differences between 
classical realism and neorealism with regard to 
the specific treatment they give to regions and 
regionalisms as objects of study.

According to Hurrell (1995, p.  46), 
the classical realistic view treats regional 
phenomenon as an anomaly, i.e., an unex-
pected formation that should not be taken 
into account, whereas the neorealist per-
spective tends to study regions and, more 
specifically, regionalisms, similarly to the 
studies of alliance formation (Hovmand, 
2002; Walt, 1987). States therefore engage 
in regionalization processes through the 

4 In view of the principles of neorealist theory as expressed by Mearsheimer (1994, p. 10), although at first glance 
the relevance of processes of alliance formation in the neorealist theory seems to be a contradiction (and, conse-
quently, the presence of the region-building processes too), considerations about those processes are justified by 
the very rational and self-centered nature that characterizes states from the neorealist point of view. In the words of 
Grieco (1988, p. 600), “State rationality means that states possess consistently ordered goals, and that they select 
strategies with the purpose of achieving these goals in the largest possible measure. Inter-national cooperation 
involves the voluntary adjustment by states of their policies in such a way as to help each other reach a mutually 
desired goal.” In fact, Mearsheimer (1994, p. 9) himself acknowledges that states often cooperate, but this coope-
ration always occurs within the limits and constraints established by the logic of security.

5 In the context of International Relations theory, Mearsheimer (2001, p. 162) defines a bandwagoning process as 
“when a state joins forces with a more powerful opponent,” while Waltz (1979, p. 126) — responsible for popula-
rizing the use of the term — defines it as the opposite of balancing behavior. In practical terms, it is a situation in 
which a weaker state considers that the cost of opposing a stronger state outweighs the benefits of doing so, thereby 
subjecting itself to the leadership of the hegemonic power at the cost of some of its own interests.

formation of local alliances, driven by the 
need to obtain instruments to cope with 
political and economic external pressures 
(Tassinari, 2004, p. 20)4. The nature of re-
gions in neorealist theory is thus necessar-
ily state-centered and derived from pres-
sures external to the regions. 

Furthermore, in relation to the regional 
studies associated with neorealism, the con-
cept of hegemony also has to be considered, 
as it has important implications in studies 
about regional cooperation as a whole. An-
drew Hurrell (1995, p.  50-53) argues that 
hegemonic relations can affect region-build-
ing processes in at least four ways: 
• regions can be created as a form of reac-

tion of weak states against medium and 
great powers; 

• regions can be constructed as a way of 
containing and possibly even to co-opt 
the hegemonic power to be part of a re-
gional cooperative space (such as West 
Germany in the post-Second World 
War period); 

• the region can be used to subsidize a 
bandwagoning5 process between the 
weaker states and the hegemonic power; 

• a decadent hegemonic power can per-
ceive the formation of a region as a way 
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“to pursue its interests, to share burdens, 
to solve common problems and to gener-
ate international support and legitimacy 
for its policies” (Hurrell, 1995, p. 52).

Liberal theories
Of all the theories analyzed in this lit-

erature review, those associated with the 
liberal current of International Relations are 
the ones in which the role of regions exerts 
a more central position in relation to the 
works associated with the theory as a whole. 
In fact, Joseph Nye (1988, p.  239) even 
states that “the major developments in the 
Liberal tradition of international relations 
theory in the post-1945 period occurred in 
studies of regional integration.” Within the 
liberal current, liberal institutionalism and 
neofunctionalism emerge as the most rel-
evant theories in relation to what is being 
discussed here.

Regarding liberal institutionalism, de-
scribed by Söderbaum (2004, p. 21) as the 
dominant current within the liberal para-
digm (at least as far as regional studies are 
concerned), its posture resembles that of 
neorealist authors, as it is focused on states, 
understood as rational and self-centered ac-
tors, which always seek to maximize their 
earnings. In the words of Keohane and Mar-
tin (1995, p.  48), “the difference between 
realism and liberal institutionalism […] lies 
in contrasting understandings of why insti-
tutions are created and how they exert their 
effects.” Therefore, while neorealist authors 
argue that institutions are relevant merely as 

6 Waltz (1979) argues that even in a situation where all parties are achieving absolute gains through cooperation, 
states should question which one is achieving the highest relative gain, since “one state may use its disproportiona-
te gain to implement a policy intended to damage or destroy the other. […] the condition of insecurity — at the 
least, the uncertainty of each about the other’s future intentions and actions — works against their cooperation” 
(Waltz, 1979, p. 105). It is precisely in this sense that Keohane and Martin (1995, p. 43) argue that institutions 
can change state behavior by providing information that minimizes the uncertain nature of international relations.

instruments to be used by the great powers in 
the international arena (Mearsheimer, 1995, 
p. 86) and that cooperation between states 
is necessarily limited by a logic of relative 
gains (Waltz, 1979, p. 105)6, authors associ-
ated with the liberal institutionalist theory 
believe that institutions promote changes in 
state expectations, particularly by providing 
information about the behavior of other ac-
tors, ultimately provoking perceptible trans-
formations in states’ behavior (Keohane, 
1989, p. 10; Keohane; Martin, 1995, p. 43). 

This focus on the role of institutions at 
the international level is reflected in the way 
these authors approach problems associated 
with regions, mainly studying them from 
the perspective of regional cooperation. 
As  summarized by Tassinari (2004, p.  25), 
“liberal institutionalists argue that states 
promote the creation of formal and informal 
institutions in order to facilitate the solu-
tion of common problems and to coordinate 
action.” This international cooperation (in 
this case, regional cooperation) is defined by 
the establishment of international regimes 
(Krasner, 1983), aimed at solving specific 
problems and maximizing the benefits ob-
tainable through cooperation. Therefore, in 
relation to regional cooperation processes, 
liberal institutionalism is focused on the in-
ternal rather than the systemic variables of 
the region (as in the case of neorealism).

Moving to neofunctionalism, its main 
exponent is Ernst Haas (1970), whose works 
go back to the beginning of the 1960s and 
are primarily focused on understanding the 
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regional integration processes7 existing at 
that time, especially in Western Europe. Like 
the neorealist and the liberal institutionalist 
perspectives, the neofunctionalist view also 
sees states as the most relevant actors in re-
gional phenomenon, but neofunctionalists 
also pay some attention to understanding 
the role of national elites in state behavior. 
In this sense, Haas defines the study of re-
gional integration processes as follows: 

The study of regional integration is con-
cerned with explaining how and why states 
cease to be wholly sovereign, how and why 
they voluntarily mingle, merge and mix with 
their neighbors so as to lose the factual at-
tributes of sovereignty while acquiring new 
techniques for resolving conflict between 
themselves (Haas, 1970, p. 610).

According to the neofunctionalist 
view expressed by Haas (1970), regional 
integration emerges from a central group 
focused on technical issues. For this pro-
cess to advance, the institutionalization 
of an autonomous mediator (whether in 
the form of an individual or a group of 
experts) is required. This combination be-
tween state interests and the mediation of 
institutions is what Haas (1961, p.  368) 
calls supranational. Eventually, this pro-
cess generates the so-called “spillover ef-
fect,” according to which

earlier decisions [..] spill over into new 
functional contexts, involve more and more 
people, call for more and more inter-bu-

7 It is important to consider that Haas clearly establishes the distinction between regional integration studies and 
other studies that focus on regional processes. According to him, “the study of regionalism or regional cooperation 
or regional organizations furnishes simply materials on important activities of actors or on their beliefs. The study 
of regional integration is concerned with the outcomes or consequences of such activities in terms of a ‘new deal’ 
for the region in question” (Haas, 1970, p. 611). Although focused specifically on regional integration processes, 
the neofunctionalist view is still relevant for the literature of regional studies as a whole.

reaucratic contact and consultation, thereby 
creating their own logic in favor of later de-
cision, meeting [...] the new problems which 
grow out of the earlier compromises (Haas, 
1961, p. 372).

Philippe Schmitter (1969) is perhaps 
the author who develops this concept in the 
most complete and clear way, and is even 
mentioned by Haas (1970) in later works. 
According to Schmitter (1969), the spill-
over effect refers to processes in which the 
members of a particular integration scheme 
are disproportionately satisfied with the re-
sults, and seek to resolve this dissatisfaction 
by expanding cooperation to another sector 
(expanding the scope of mutual commit-
ment), through the intensification of their 
commitment in the initial sector (expanding 
the level of commitment), or both (Schmit-
ter, 1969, p. 162). 

As Tassinari (2004, p.  23) points out, 
the product of these spillover effects identi-
fied by the neofunctionalist view of regional 
integration is the creation of a feedback loop 
focused on the actors involved in the inte-
gration process, which, through the imbal-
ance in their levels of satisfaction in relation 
to the regional integration, tend to produce 
effects involving sectors and actors originally 
not contemplated by the regional integra-
tion project. Therefore, despite maintaining 
the state-centric logic, Haas’ neofunctional-
ism, as well as liberal institutionalism, de-
parts from systemic explanations in favor of 
theses empirically guided by the experience 
of each regional group.
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New regionalisms
Studies of new regionalisms consist of a set 

of approaches specifically dedicated to study-
ing the so-called “second wave of regional-
isms,” initiated in Western Europe in the mid-
1980s and afterwards gradually spreading to 
other parts of the globe. As a process, the sec-
ond wave of regionalisms differs from the first 
(initiated after World War II and active until 
the early 1970s), mainly since they escaped 
European integration models and evolved into 
something global and pluralistic in their forms 
(Söderbaum, 2003, p.  3-4). In  the words of 
Andrew Hurrell (2005, p. 42):

The new regionalism needs to be understood 
as a multidimensional and multilevel pro-
cess, which is not based solely on or around 
states, but reflects the activities of states, 
firms and social groups and networks. Re-
gionalism needs to be viewed as taking place 
within a range of arenas, involving a het-
erogeneous set of actors, acting both “from 
above” and “from below” and tying together 
material factors and ideas and identities.

Moved by these new processes, from the 
mid-1990s onwards there emerged new ap-
proaches to the study of regionalisms. These 
approaches have few common denomina-
tors: in general, they share only the rupture 
with the rationalist perspectives of theories 
that preceded them and the belief in the 

8 It is important to emphasize that the terms globalism and globalization are not synonymous. As Joseph Nye (2002) 
describes, globalism “at its core, seeks to describe and explain nothing more than a world which is characterized by 
networks of connections that span multi-continental distances. It attempts to understand all the inter-connections of 
the modern world — and to highlight patterns that underlie (and explain) them. In contrast, globalization refers to 
the increase or decline in the degree of globalism. It focuses on the forces, the dynamism or speed of these changes.”

9 The concept originates in philosophy, having been coined by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari in the book 
Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1972), and later advanced to other areas of knowledge, such as geogra-
phy and international relations. Enes and Bicalho (2014, p. 196) provide a simplified definition of the concept: “In 
the processes of deterritorialization/reterritorialization, the political and cultural dimensions are interwoven. A pro-
cess of deterritorialization can be both symbolic, with the destruction of symbols, historical landmarks and identities, 
as well as concrete and material […] by the destruction of old political-economic ties/borders of integration.”

need for a theoretical approach that consid-
ered actors other than states. Similar to what 
was done with the approaches related to the 
old regionalisms, the main studies on new 
regionalisms will be detailed below accord-
ing to the theoretical schools with which 
they are associated, namely globalism and 
constructivist approaches.

Globalism
As pointed out by Hurrell (1995, p. 54) 

and Tassinari (2004, p.  26), the visions ex-
pressed by globalist authors are closer to a 
less systematized worldview than to a proper 
International Relations theory. Nevertheless, 
their focus is on the mobility of people, capital, 
values, and ideas and how this process continu-
ally shapes the global arena. Globalist authors 
see the globalization process8 in a similar man-
ner to what was described by Al-Rodhan and 
Stoudmann (2006, p. 3), according to which

globalization involves economic integration; 
the transfer of policies across borders; the 
transmission of knowledge; cultural stability; 
the reproduction, relations, and discourses 
of power; it is a global process, a concept, a 
revolution, and an establishment of the global 
market free from sociopolitical control.

Among the main concepts of globalism 
is the idea of “deterritorialization”9 of space 
in international relations, i.e., the reorgani-
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zation of international space provoked by 
the progressive weakening — as perceived by 
the authors specialized in this area — of the 
Westphalian state model in the post-Cold 
War world. In turn, the weakening of bor-
ders, formerly held in an absolute manner 
by the nation-state, paves the way for a se-
ries of new interactions between subnational 
agents, as they reterritorialize global space 
through their relations (Forsberg, 1996).

At first, this process of globalization 
seems to oppose to the very concept of re-
gions, since it diminishes the theoretical 
relevance of the regional spaces linked to 
old regionalisms (led by states and associ-
ated with a Westphalian view of sovereignty) 
and reterritorializes space in a structure that 
escapes the classic regional model. In this 
sense, Hurrell (1995, p.  55) even argues 
that “globalization works against the emer-
gence of regionalism.” Octavio Ianni (1999) 
acknowledges the apparent opposition be-
tween the globalist and regionalist perspec-
tives, but suggests a different viewpoint:

Globalism naturally coexists with several 
other fundamental configurations of life and 
thought. Tribalism, nationalism and region-
alism, as well as colonialism and imperial-
ism, are still present all over the world. But 
all these realities acquire other meanings and 
other dynamisms due to the processes and 
structures that move global society10 (Ianni, 
1999, p. 7).

In the context of globalism in Interna-
tional Relations, the “other meanings” that 
regionalisms acquire rest precisely in the 

10 Original text: “O globalismo naturalmente convive com várias outras configurações fundamentais de vida e pen-
samento. O tribalismo, o nacionalismo e o regionalismo, assim como o colonialismo e o imperialismo, continuam 
presentes em todo o mundo. Mas todas essas realidades adquirem outros significados e outros dinamismos, devido 
aos processos e às estruturas que movimentam a sociedade global”.

process of reterritorialization of global space, 
which produces a new form of regions. 
In this context, authors such as Katzenstein 
(1996) and Held and McGrew (2003) ar-
gue that globalization and regionalism are 
complementary processes, with the former 
encouraging the latter instead of opposing it. 
Tassinari (2004) summarizes this as follows: 

The rationale [of globalist authors] coupling glo-
balization and regionalism focuses on the com-
plementarity of the two dynamics. This  com-
plementarity is based on a rather physiological 
and natural readjustment of territory and sov-
ereignty intended to cope efficiently with global 
challenges (Tassinari, 2004, p. 28).

In these terms, regions are seen as the 
natural product of deterritorialization and 
reterritorialization processes in the global 
arena, formed through the continuous in-
teractions between actors that interact in 
them. Like neorealism, the globalist view 
is systemic, and the regional space is deter-
mined by the pressures imposed by the in-
ternational system on human, capital, and 
information flows. However, with regard to 
the actors prioritized by this theory, the glo-
balist view directly opposes to the neorealist 
state-centrism: due to the weakening of the 
Westphalian model, sub-national actors are 
largely responsible for the reterritorialization 
of global space.

Constructivism
The first thing to be said about con-

structivism is that its definition as a theory 
of International Relations is somewhat open 
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to debate. On the one hand, authors such 
as Walt (1998) and Snyder (2004) tend to 
group a varied set of approaches under the 
generic label of “constructivism,” treating 
them as a single large theoretical body com-
posed of several strands that dialogue with 
one another. On the other hand, authors 
such as Adler (1997), Tassinari (2004), and 
Slaughter (2011) define constructivism not 
as an actual theory, but as an ontology, i.e., 
“a set of assumptions about the world and 
human motivation and agency” (Slaughter, 
2011, p. 19), or as “a theory of knowledge, 
an epistemology” (Tassinari, 2004, p.  82). 
Thus, as presented by Adler (1997, p. 323), 
“constructivism is not a theory of politics 
per se. Rather, it is a social theory on which 
constructivist theories of international poli-
tics — for example, about war, cooperation 
and international community — are based.” 

In this sense, although it is possible to 
draw features common to all constructivist 
approaches11, what can be seen in practical 
terms is the emergence of a profusion of dif-
ferent approaches with a few basic assump-
tions in common, which, according to Adler 
(1997, p. 335-336), can be divided into at 
least four large groups. The first group are 
the “modernists,” who argue that “once on-
tological extremism is removed, there is no 
reason to exclude the use of standard meth-
ods alongside interpretative methods.” Addi-
tionally this group is divided between state-

11 Fearon and Wendt (2002, p. 75-76) summarize four characteristics common to all constructivist approaches: “First, 
constructivism is centrally concerned with the role of ideas in constructing social life. […] Second, constructivism is 
concerned with showing the socially constructed nature of agents or subjects. […] Third, constructivism is based on 
a research strategy of methodological holism rather than methodological individualism. […] Finally, what ties the 
three foregoing points together is a concern with constitutive as opposed to just causal explanations.”

12 It is noteworthy that Wæver’s article (1995) is classified by Adler (1997) in two different categories. This rein-
forces the idea that the typology presented by the author must be interpreted in a somewhat loose way, taking 
these elements more as sets of characteristics that works can incorporate in different degrees than actual classes of 
constructivism.

centric constructivists like Wendt (1992; 
1999) and authors who treat social partici-
pation as an emergent feature of the interna-
tional system, including authors like Ceder-
man (1996) and Wæver (1995). The second 
group, represented by authors such as Onuf 
(1989) and Kratochwil (1989), “uses in-
sights from international law and jurispru-
dence to show the impact on International 
Relations of modes of reasoning and persua-
sion of rule-guided behaviour.” The third 
group identified by Adler is the most hetero-
geneous, with works agglutinated based on 
a methodology that “emphasizes narrative 
knowing.” In this group are works focused 
on gender (Tickner, 1993), social move-
ments (Lynch, 1994), and the development 
of security interests (Ruggie, 1995; Wæver, 
1995)12. Finally, the last group identified by 
Alder brings together authors who turn to 
genealogical methods of research, typical of 
postmodernist works (for an example, see 
Price, 1995).

With regard to regional studies, the 
main contributions associated with con-
structivism have been focused on observ-
ing the origins and characteristics of social 
participation in regional phenomenon, with 
works that resemble those which Adler clas-
sifies as non-state-centric modernists (first 
group) and those focused on security nar-
ratives (part of the third group). According 
to these perspectives, any individual can 
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actively participate in the construction of a 
political community, which may manifest in 
the form of a region (Tassinari, 2004, p. 29). 
In the words of Hurrell (1995, p. 64), 

constructivist theories focus on regional 
awareness and regional identity, on the 
shared sense of belonging to a particular re-
gional community, on what has been called 
“cognitive regionalism.” They stress the ex-
tent to which regional cohesion depends on 
a sustained and durable sense of community 
based on mutual responsiveness, trust, and 
high levels of what might be called “cogni-
tive interdependence.”

It is noteworthy that this perspective 
on regional phenomenon resembles some 
schools of geography, a discipline which, 
in its own way, has the concept of regions 
as one of its foundations. As Paasi (1991, 
p. 240) outlines, 

It [the region] is thus a people-bound cat-
egory, albeit not necessarily fused with indi-
viduals but connected with “communities.” 
This approach emerges partly from the tradi-
tion of cultural geography and is partly fused 
with humanistic geography, which does not 
comprehend regions as social (scientific) cat-
egories but instead points to the role of the 
cognitions and emotions of average people 
in the constitution of these spatial units.

In the field of International Relations, 
the study of regions and regionalisms from 
a constructivist perspective has mostly devel-
oped around the concept of “security com-
munities,” coined by Deutsch back in 1957. 

13 Nelsen and Stubb (1998, p. 122) point to the rise of neofunctionalism between the late 1950s and the early 1960s 
as the central reason for the lack of interest in the concepts coined by Deutsch (1957)  in the years that followed.

In this work, Deutsch (1957) focused on ana-
lyzing ten historical cases of regional integra-
tion processes, trying to extract lessons that 
could be applied in the geographical space 
covered by Western Europe, Canada and the 
United States. The conclusion is that integra-
tion processes depend on a sense of commu-
nity among the populations of the region that 
is intended to be integrated, built on a long 
period of extensive contact between relevant 
subnational actors (Deutsch, 1957).

Although the concept of security com-
munities was little explored in the years that 
followed13, since the 1990s it has been taken 
up and further developed by a new generation 
of theorists. Of these, the most prominent are 
Adler and Barnett (1998), who returned to 
the concept proposed by Deutsch (1957), 
redefining security communities as “a trans-
national region comprised of sovereign states 
whose people maintain dependable expecta-
tions of peaceful change” (Adler; Barnett, 
1998, p. 30). While admitting that the defi-
nition and specific features of each security 
community will vary from case to case, Adler 
and Barnett (1998) define three basic charac-
teristics common to all security communities:

First, members of a community have shared 
identities, values, and meanings. […] Sec-
ondly, those in a community have many-
sided and direct relations; interaction oc-
curs not indirectly and in only specific and 
isolated domains, but rather through some 
form of face-to-face encounter and relations 
in numerous settings. Thirdly, communities 
exhibit a reciprocity that expresses some de-
gree of long-term interest and perhaps even 
altruism (Adler; Barnett, 1998, p. 31).



13

As Tassinari (2004, p.  31) points out, 
this definition suggests that regions are, in 
essence, “a discursive practice that may vary 
according to the meanings granted to them 
and the contexts in which they are used.” 
Thus, if we consider the three basic character-
istics proposed by Adler and Barnett (1998), 
Australia, for instance, would be part of the 
Western security community, even though it 
is not physically located in the West. This is 
where lies the greatest constructivist contri-
bution to the study of regions: while other 
authors, including Deutsch (1957), de-
fine regions in a strictly geographical form 
(which generates the additional problem 
of how to define boundaries between two 
neighboring regions), constructivists such as 
Adler and Barnett (1998) expressly disasso-
ciate regions — defined as security commu-
nities — from the geographic space (Adler; 
Barnett, 1998, p. 33). In these terms, space 
becomes merely one instrument, among 
many, used by the actors in their discursive 
practices that define the regional space.

Regional security complex theory
Although theoretically limited by its 

specific focus on security dynamics, Neu-
mann (1994, p.  57) recognizes RSCT as 
one of the theories whose approach is most 
complete in relation to the concept of re-
gions. RSCT’s relevance to regional studies 
as a whole derives from its model, focused 
on patterns of friendship and enmity his-
torically built between the units of a regional 
system, which allows the simultaneous con-
sideration of systemic factors that impact on 

14 This critique will be looked at in depth in the next main section, specifically devoted to the analysis of Neumann’s 
Region Building Approach.

15 RSCT is mainly influenced by the works of authors associated with the first and third group of constructivist appro-
aches identified by Adler (1997), with Ole Wæver even being one of the main authors of the Copenhagen School.

regional design (identified by Neumann as 
the “outside-in” factors) and factors related 
to the actors’ perceptions of each other (the 
“inside-out” factors). But, despite its great 
theoretical value — or perhaps precisely be-
cause of it —, Neumann chooses to build 
his contribution to regional studies starting 
from a direct criticism of RSCT14.    

RSCT is an important part of the theo-
retical framework that composes the Copen-
hagen School of Security Studies, which, ac-
cording to Hendler (2016, p. 16), is based 
on three main points: 
• its analytical method is heavily influ-

enced by constructivist ontology15, here 
specifically focused on securitization 
processes; 

• it presents a comprehensive view of the 
International System, broadening the 
scope of analysis beyond the military 
sphere; 

• its focus is aimed at the regional level 
through RSCT, with the latter being par-
ticularly relevant in this literature review.

According to its authors, the domestic 
and global levels of analysis — dominant 
in security studies until the end of the Cold 
War — are not appropriate to address the 
plurality of factors present in international 
security dynamics. On the one hand, the 
very concept of “national security” seems to 
be flawed and unable to establish a real level 
of analysis per se: since security dynamics are 
necessarily relational, the safety of a given 
actor cannot be studied in a conceptual vac-
uum. Consequently, studies that are said to 
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focus on aspects of “national security” usu-
ally only position a given state as the center 
of a particular international context, leaving 
aside a set of relevant dynamics within the 
context in question. On the other hand, the 
global level lacks an appropriate integration 
between its security dynamics, with only 
the great powers being truly affected by the 
dynamics of all parts of the globe (Buzan; 
Wæver, 2003, p. 43).

The central concept of RSCT is that, 
since most threats are more easily propagat-
ed over short distances than over long ones, 
security interdependence will generally be 
associated with regional clusters — identified 
by the theory as Regional Security Complex-
es (RSC) —, characterized by the degree of 
security interplay being more intense among 
the actors within them than in relation to ac-
tors external to them (Buzan; Wæver, 2003, 
p. 4). Therefore, “security complexes are re-
gions as seen through the lens of security” 
(Buzan; Wæver, 2003, p. 43-44).

In these terms, Buzan (1983, p.  106) 
originally defines a RSC as “a group of 
states whose primary security concerns 
link together sufficiently closely that their 
national securities cannot realistically be 
considered apart from one another,” and, 
in a later work, Buzan, Wæver and Wilde 
(1998, p. 120) redefine the concept as “a set 
of units whose major processes of securiti-
zation, desecuritization, or both are so in-
terlinked that their security problems can-
not reasonably be analyzed or resolved apart 
from one another.” As Octavian Milevschi 
(2012, p. 113) points out, this adjustment 
to the definition seems to be motivated by 
changes in the post-Cold War international 
system, as well as by the post-structuralist 
and post-state centric shift in international 
security studies. In fact, in the book Regions 

and Powers: The Structure of International 
Security, Buzan and Wæver (2003, p.  44) 
specifically recognize that the definition of 
RSCs was reformulated to “shed the state-
centric and military-political focus” and to 
acknowledge “the possibility of different 
actors and several sectors of security.” How-
ever, even though this wider framework 
does not predefine states as the dominant 
actors, the authors admit that “the world is 
still largely state-centric, even if our [their] 
framework is not” (Buzan; Wæver, 2003, 
p. 44-45), before presenting an interpreta-
tion of the international system that is still 
based on a state-centric world view.

In the same book, Buzan and Wæver 
(2003, p. 53) also present four elements that 
compose the basic structure of a RSC, namely: 
• the boundaries that separate one RSC 

from another; 
• its anarchic structure, meaning that all 

RSCs are composed of two or more au-
tonomous units; 

• the distribution of power between the 
units; 

• the social construction of the patterns 
of amity and enmity among those units. 

The first three elements are related to 
what Neumann (2003, p.  162-165) asso-
ciates with “outside-in” approaches, while 
the concept of a social construction of the 
patterns of friendship and enmity between 
the units is associated with “inside-out” ap-
proaches. As has already been mentioned, 
it is precisely this double anchorage at both 
ends of the outside-in–inside-out continu-
um that makes RSCT particularly relevant 
when studying regional phenomena from a 
broad theoretical perspective.

However, even if its relevance to this 
literature review is undeniable, it is impor-
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tant to consider that its authors explicitly 
disassociate the idea of RSCs as directly re-
lated to other concepts of regions, denying 
the idea that these must necessarily corre-
spond to pre-established historical, natural, 
or cultural boundaries. Thus, RSCs may or 
may not be understood as regions by other 
theoretical approaches, but their definition 
as a RSC is established purely in terms of 
security dynamics (Buzan; Wæver, 2003, 
p. 44) and their delimitation, as Neumann 
(1994, p. 57) puts it, is treated as “a techni-
cal question.”

Relevant actors and levels of analysis:  
the map of literature about regions  
in the field of international relations

As has been shown up to this point, the 
study of regions and regionalisms is present 
in various theoretical currents of the Interna-
tional Relations field, which often use similar 
terms to refer to different phenomena. In this 
context, the first challenge of this paper is to 
find a way to organize this theoretical uni-
verse in a brief — but understandable — way.

Three organizational approaches were 
considered at the beginning of this study: 
• the division between “old” and “new” 

regionalisms, common in the litera-
ture and used by authors like Fredrik 
Söderbaum (2003) and Björn Hettne 
(1994), a model that, to a certain ex-
tent, guided the analysis of the first 
part of this article; 

• the division proposed by Iver Neumann 
(1994), focused on the explanatory fac-
tors adopted by each theory, dividing 
them based on the use of internal or ex-

16 It should be emphasized that the present model is a simplification of an exceptionally rich theoretical reality. 
Although in some cases, such as the works associated with neorealism, the model is almost perfect, in others, 
especially in cases associated with constructivism (which RSCT and Neumann’s region building approach can also 
be associated with), it is expected that there will be works that do not fit in the model defined here.

ternal explanatory factors to the region 
(inside-out and outside-in approaches, 
respectively); 

• the matrix proposed by Fabrizio Tassi-
nari (2004), which, based on the con-
tinuum proposed by Neumann, sug-
gests the addition of a second axis that 
identifies the type of actors considered 
relevant by each theory (only states or 
if subnational actors are included in 
the analysis), effectively merging Neu-
mann’s continuum with the dichoto-
mous model of old/new regionalisms 
and, thus, resulting in the most com-
plete organizational proposal. 

Figure 3 shows the partial map of the 
literature, based on the matrix proposed by 
Tassinari (2004) and taking into account the 
theories analyzed up to the present moment.

This literature map, combined with the 
literature review carried out above, provides 
a solid basis to understand how each theo-
retical current comprehends regional phe-
nomenon and the aspects in which they are 
more assertive or inadequate. However, in 
view of the practical aspects of this research, 
a question remains open: how does a region 
arise? The answer to this will be now sought 
in the so-called region-building approach, 
proposed by Iver Neumann in 1994, which 
will guide the research from this point for-
ward. Its late presentation is justified by the 
fact that this approach is based on a direct 
problematization of what regions are in the 
other theories analyzed so far, and how those 
theories fail to question the nature and gen-
esis of those regions.16
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The region-building approach

In his paper “A Region-Building Ap-
proach to Northern Europe,” Iver Neumann 
(1994) argues that the theoretical approach-
es analyzed so far have the same crucial gap: 
they all assume the region as something 
given, that simply exists and has a certain 
range of specific characteristics, which may 
vary according to the theoretical tradition 
to which each approach is associated. In all 
approaches, “the assumption that the region 
exists is unchallenged. The nature and genesis 
of regions is treated as a given” (Neumann, 
1994, p. 57).

With this in mind, Neumann presents the 
region-building approach not as an attempt to 
refute or supplant other approaches to region-
alism, but rather as an effort to shed new light 
on their findings, to go beyond them and, as 
Tassinari (2004, p.  56) points out, “beneath 
them.” In a later paper, Neumann summa-

rizes precisely the relationship that the region-
building approach establishes with the other 
approaches looked at previously:

[The] region-building approach is not offered 
as an attempt to place the study of regions on 
an entirely new footing. It does not aim to 
crowd out what are arguably the two domi-
nant approaches in the existing literature: an 
inside-out approach focusing on cultural in-
tegration and an outside-in approach focus-
ing on geopolitics. Rather, it is offered as a 
perspective from which to dot the margin of 
the ongoing debate by asking questions about 
how and why the existence of a given region 
was postulated in the first place, who per-
petuates its existence with what intentions, 
and how students of regions, by including 
and excluding certain areas and peoples from 
a given region, are putting their knowledge at 
the service of its perpetuation or transforma-
tion (Neumann, 2003, p. 162).

Figure 3 – Partial map of literature about regions and regionalisms16

Source: Based on the model proposed by Tassinari (2004).
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Therefore, the main focus of the region-
building approach lies in the study of the ge-
nealogy of regions — and is thus associated 
with the fourth group of constructivist au-
thors identified by Adler (1997). In general, 
Neumann’s approach questions the episte-
mology of the dominant approaches in the 
field while maintaining the main focus on 
the ontological origin of the regions. The ge-
nealogical nature of his approach is shown 
above all by the constant question asked by 
Neumann (1994; 2003), “whose region?” 
Guided by this question, he seeks to under-
stand the genesis and the basic nature of a 
region, while the other theories use different 
analytical lenses to understand the elements 
of that region. Unlike other theories (includ-
ing the previously discussed other construc-
tivist approaches), Neumann’s region-build-
ing approach is not a theory about regions 
per se, but rather a theory about the narra-
tives that construct these regions.

As its name suggests, the region-build-
ing approach is to a large extent derived 
from the literature on nation-building, espe-
cially in the understanding of their genealo-
gy based on the idea of nations as “imagined 
communities,” a concept proposed by Bene-
dict Anderson (1983) in the book Imagined 
Communities: Reflections on the Origin and 
Spread of Nationalism. According to Ander-
son (1983), nations should be understood as 
imagined communities because:

[Nations are] imagined because the mem-
bers of even the smallest nation will never 
know most of their fellow-members, meet 
them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds 
of each lives the image of their communion 
[…] it is imagined as a community, because, 
regardless of the actual inequality and ex-
ploitation that may prevail in each, the na-

tion is always conceived as a deep, horizontal 
comradeship. Ultimately it is this fraternity 
that makes it possible, over the past two cen-
turies, for so many millions of people, not so 
much to kill, as willingly to die for such lim-
ited imaginings (Anderson, 1983, p. 6-7).

In this sense, Anderson adopts a posture 
similar to Gellner, seeing nationalism not as 
a process of self-discovery of a community as 
a nation, but rather as one that “invents na-
tions where they do not exist” (Gellner, 1964, 
p. 168). Neumann (2003, p. 160) also recalls 
that in the process of formulating a political 
agenda, by an elite whose purpose is to establish 
a national unity (understood as an imagined 
community), it is always possible to construct 
a ‘prehistory’ for that nation, incorporating 
it in time and space. This process is done by 
identifying and, more than that, by giving rele-
vance and meaning to political bonds, cultural 
similarities and economic links.

In simple terms, the region-building ap-
proach essentially proposes that these ideas 
should be applied not only to nations, but 
also to regional structures. As Neumann 
(2003, p. 161) points out:

It is a largely neglected fact in the literature 
that regions are also imagined communities. 
The existence of regions is preceded by the 
existence of region-builders. They are po-
litical actors who, as part of some political 
project, see it in their interest to imagine a 
certain spatial and chronological identity for 
a region, and to disseminate this imagina-
tion to a maximum number of other people.

Neumann (1994; 2003), however, ad-
mits that nations and regions have obvious 
differences, in a large part derived from 
the particularities that each presents in its 
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constitutive process, especially with regard 
to the intentions of the actors who act as 
nation-builders or region-builders. For in-
stance, actors operating as region-builders 
rarely seem to want the regional space to 
evolve into a political entity in traditional 
terms, while this seems to be the basic goal 
of actors in the position of nation-builders 
(that is, to create a nation-state). In addition, 
since they deal with dynamics that by defi-
nition transcend state boundaries, region-
builders engage with state sovereignty in a 
differentiated way (Neumann, 1994, p. 58-
59; see also: Tassinari, 2004, p. 56).

Thus, what Neumann (1994) pro-
poses is the application of the genealogical 
approach of nation-building theses in the 
study of regions. In these terms, the process 
of region-building can be understood as “a 
practice, a platform, a meeting place,” and, 
therefore, regions should be understood as 
“a product of political actors and are cre-
ated by actor-generated discourses on the re-
gion” (Tassinari, 2004, p. 56). In Neumann’s 
words (2003, p. 162):

Regions, then, are defined in terms of speech 
acts […]. But instead of postulating a given 
set of interests that actors are supposed to 
harbour before their social interaction with 
other collectives, the region-building ap-
proach investigates interests where they are 
formulated, namely in discourse.

The region-building approach is, thus, 
not established as a direct criticism of the 
other theories reviewed in this article, but 
rather proposes a new ontological vision 
about the nature of regions — a vision 
directly related to constructivist ontology. 
If the other theories are devoted to study-
ing the elements that characterize a re-

gion (i.e., what is the regional space), the 
region-building approach seeks to observe 
how these elements are socially constructed 
through the analysis of the discourse of 
their actors — thus, focusing on under-
standing how and by whom a certain region-
al space is built. Returning to the literature 
map previously presented, Figure 4 shows 
its final version, placing the region-build-
ing approach outside the matrix proposed 
by Tassinari (2004).

Its relationship with the other theories is 
not horizontal, but vertical: since Neumann’s 
region-building approach treats regions as 
imagined communities built through dis-
course and positions these region-building 
narratives as the focus of the approach, any 
element used in these speech acts becomes 
relevant to the analysis. Thereby, all theories 
that analyze these elements shall be consid-
ered and understood as valid tools to be used 
within the region-building approach.

Applying the region-building approach: 
a theory refinement

Having concluded the bibliographic 
review, a theory refinement that aims to 
provide a more systematic and clearer way 
for the universal application of the region-
building approach defended by Neumann 
(1994; 2003) will now be presented. It is 
expected that the proposed improvements 
to the theory, once applied to the creation 
of methodologies for specific case studies, 
will allow researchers to trace the genealogy 
of a region as an imagined community, ana-
lyze the degree of convergence between the 
conceptions of multiple actors in a given 
territory with regard to its regional nature, 
and observe the configuration that this re-
gion assumes. 
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Before proceeding, three critical points 
must be considered in relation to the ob-
ject of this research: regions. First of all, it 
is necessary to recall the basic axiom of the 
region-building approach: regions are imag-
ined communities built through speech acts. 
In these terms, the proposed methodology 
must necessarily address the discourse pro-
duced by the relevant actors in the region 
being studied.

Second, as Neumann (1994, p. 53) re-
calls, regions are constantly evolving, with 
each member seeking to position itself as the 
heart of the region through competing nar-
ratives. For instance, as Abdenur and Souza 
Neto (2014, p. 5) point out, considering that 
the leading states of a regionalization process 
tend to have their strategic agendas facilitat-
ed at the regional level, the region-building 

process is often driven by power interests. 
This continuous clash of competing narra-
tives suggests that, ultimately, regions have 
an amorphous nature. It is thus not possible 
to determine precisely what is and what does 
belong or not to a particular region, because 
the answer varies in time and according to 
what each actor produces in their discourse. 
It is only possible to identify the central pat-
terns around which the perceptions shown 
by the actors revolve, in other words, to 
identify general patterns in the discourse 
whose repetition and widespread acceptance 
over time establish a collectively idealized 
center for the region.

Third, regions are built on a wide range 
of elements and through the interactions of 
various types of actors, with each fragment 
of this universe being better analyzed by one 

Figure 4 – Positioning of the region-building approach on the literature map.
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of the theories reviewed in the first section 
of this article. Therefore, a theory refinement 
that suggests analytical dimensions to the 
universal application of the region-building 
approach must be, above all, generalizing 
and inclusive in order to be able to encom-
pass all the defining elements a region can 
have, according to how they are understood 
by the other approaches.

As a result, the first step that any re-
searcher must take in order to apply the 
region-building approach in a case study is 
to define exactly which discourse will be part 
of their research corpus, always highlighting 
the selection criteria and seeking to cover all 
accessible materials within the established 
parameters. Usually, this process will require 
three selections: one related to the actors; 
one related to the temporal space observed; 
and one related to the context in which this 
discourse was produced. The choice of this 
material shall always be determined by the 
case being analyzed.

In the case of actors, researchers should 
pay attention to the type of dynamics that 
are at the center of the regional project being 
studied and which actors are leading those 
dynamics. Generally, these dynamics can be 
of three types: 
• led by states; 
• led by non-state actors (usually involv-

ing a wide range of actors such as busi-
ness corporations, civil society and Non-
Governmental Organizations (NGOs); 

• mixed, involving both state and non-
state actors. 

It is important to note that, as expressed 
by Söderbaum (2003, p. 7), all regionalisms 
involve state and non-state actors to some 
degree. In this sense, researchers must pay 
attention to the dynamics considered central 
in the region-building project being studied. 

Although Neumann’s region-building ap-
proach undeniably favors its application in 
empirical studies focused on states, its inclu-
sive nature with regard to the elements by 
which the regions are conceived (and, conse-
quently, constructed) allows it to also be ap-
plied in studies focused on non-state actors, 
as long as the data necessary for the analysis 
is available.

In relation to the temporal selection, it 
must be of such an amplitude that allows 
the observance of long term changes in the 
discourse of the selected actors, presenting 
some significance in its initial and final mile-
stones. Although each selection is specific to 
the empirical case to which it refers, usually 
the proper study of a region-building pro-
cess will require the analysis of discourse 
produced over decades.

Finally, it is still necessary to present 
the context in which the discourse was pro-
duced, in other words, which representa-
tives and which arenas are considered. For 
example, in cases where the research adopts 
a state-centric approach, two main questions 
must be answered: 
• which individuals will be considered as 

legitimate representatives of each state 
(for instance, the head of state, the for-
eign minister and/or diplomats in gen-
eral); 

• in what kind of situations the discourse 
was produced, such as bilateral meetings 
or specific summits. 

While it is necessary to keep in mind 
that through the simple act of performing 
these selection choices the researcher is po-
tentially silencing some narratives and re-
inforcing others, their implementation and 
presentation makes the research replicable 
and ensures that its results are clear in rela-
tion to its explanatory limits – two essential 
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points to overcome the current methodolog-
ical deficiency in works adopting the region-
building approach. 

 Once the research corpus is defined, 
these materials should be analyzed within 
certain dimensions, with each one having 
several categories of analysis. Although 
the specific method to be used may vary 
from case to case, depending on the char-
acteristics of the base material and the re-
searcher’s methodological choices, these 
dimensions can be instrumentalized in a 
direct way when applied to methods that 
require this type of classification — such 
as content analysis —, or used to guide 
the reading of texts in methods that do 
not necessarily require the establishment 
of well-defined analytical dimensions — 
such as discourse analysis17.

Three of these dimensions are central 
to any analysis. Their focus is specifically on 
understanding the design of the region stud-
ied through the observation of the discourse 
of its main actors. These dimensions were 
derived from the theories analyzed in the 
bibliographic review presented above. As al-
ready mentioned, they seek to be general-
izing and inclusive in order to encompass all 
elements from different theoretical currents 
as the defining elements of a regional space, 
which are consequently instrumented in 
region-building discourse. The established 
dimensions are:
• Geographic delimitation: refers to the 

territory that appears in the discourse 
as the physical dimension of the region. 
Following Neumann’s approach, the 
geographic delimitation will be seen 

17 For more information on the methods of content analysis and discourse analysis, see: Halperin and Heath (2012).
18 The sets of meanings that actors attribute to themselves in relation to their perspective of others. Normally, actors 

will have multiple social identities that may vary in salience (Wendt, 1994, p. 385).

as a parameter, amongst others, that is 
used to define regions as imagined com-
munities. Usually there will be a well-
defined geographic center, while periph-
ery spaces may have their inclusion in 
the regional space subject to constant 
debates between discourses that include 
or exclude them from the region. Its cat-
egories are necessarily established a pos-
teriori, since the possibilities of regional 
design are virtually endless;

• International or transnational political 
relations in the territory in question: 
how the actors express themselves in 
relation to interactions between them 
in the territory in question, which 
must necessarily be expressed by them 
as regional dynamics in their discourse. 
This does not refer to specific and mo-
mentary issues, but to continuous 
and broad patterns. As demonstrated 
throughout the literature review, these 
dynamics can be of the most varied 
types, involving interactions in the 
economic, security, environmental and 
social spheres. Its categories can be de-
fined a priori (observing the presence of 
mentions in certain predefined spheres) 
or a posteriori (derived from the text);

• Collective identity factors: as Wendt 
(1994, p.  386) points out, collective 
identification should be understood as 
a continuum from negative to positive, 
“from conceiving the other as anathema 
to the self to conceiving it as an exten-
sion of self,” arising out of the ability 
of actors to identify common ground 
in their social identities18. It is based 
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on these that regions see themselves as 
imagined communities through the 
construction of the shared identity of 
“we” — as members of the region — in 
opposition to “the others” — those out-
side. Objectively, these factors concern 
the rules of inclusion and exclusion, ex-
pressed by the actors in their discourse, 
which define what belongs or not to the 
region in question. As well as in political 
relations, collective identity factors can 
be of various natures, such as cultural, 
ethnic, historical, political or economic, 
and its categories can be defined a priori 
(observing the presence or absence of 
certain pre-defined identity factors in 
the actors’ discourses) or defined a poste-
riori (derived from the text itself ).

In addition, one auxiliary dimension 
should be observed by researchers:
• Direct quotes of other actors: This refers 

to parts of discourse where an actor re-
fers, generally in a positive way, to the 
actions of another actor in the potential 
regional space. These quotes are relevant 
because they indicate which actors are, 
at a given moment, recognized by oth-
ers as relevant in the geographical space 
in question. Simultaneously, they also 
attest the capacity of these actors to 
impact the posture of others to some 
degree. This dimension differs from 
the previous ones because it is not re-
lated to the way the region is expressed 
in actors’ discourse, serving only to 
help to understand the region-building 
process. This data, by itself, is not able 
to indicate which actors actually oper-
ate as region-builders, however, it may 
provide valuable additional information 
to enrich inferences about the region-

building process analyzed. Its categories 
are necessarily established a posteriori.

Once the elements expressed in the ac-
tors’ discourse are properly categorized, the 
data should be organized and compared, 
seeking to observe how and by which actors 
the elements looked for were expressed dur-
ing the period of time analyzed. Through 
these procedures, it is expected that the 
researcher will have collected sufficient evi-
dence to infer whether a region exists or not, 
the general design of its collectively con-
structed idealized center, and which actors 
have actively contributed to its construction 
by introducing and advocating in favor of its 
base elements.

Conclusions

One of the major problems when it 
comes to the study of regions seems to be 
how to establish what the regional space 
is. The abundance of theoretical currents 
that deal with regional processes, with each 
observing only a part of the whole — but 
using the same terms and concepts to refer 
to different aspects of the regional phenom-
enon — finally results in the production of a 
subfield of International Relations in which 
even the creation of a literature map that 
situates the different theoretical approaches 
is open to a wide-ranging debate.

Three proposals to organize the litera-
ture on regional studies were presented at 
the beginning of this article: 
• the dichotomic model that divides 

studies between those associated with 
the “old” or the “new” regionalisms, 
defended by authors such as Fredrik 
Söderbaum (2003), which to a certain 
extent guided the literature review; 
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• the continuum between “inside-out” 
and “outside-in” approaches, advocated 
by Iver Neumann (1994) in the same 
article in which he presents his region-
building approach;

• the matrix proposed by Fabrizio Tassi-
nari (2004), which effectively combines 
aspects of the two organizational pro-
posals previously mentioned. 

Thus, the model proposed by Tassinari 
(2004) seems to be the most complete one for 
organizing the regional studies literature — but 
is still far from perfect. Notably, constructivist 
approaches present a classification challenge: 
while works such as Adler and Barnett (1998), 
focused on the concept of security commu-
nities, adopt an inside-out and bottom-up ap-
proach, works such as those derived from the 
Regional Security Complex Theory — which 
also embraces the constructivist ontology — 
present a top-down approach doubly anchored 
in explanatory factors of inside-out and out-
side-in nature. In turn, Neumann’s approach, 
although also based on the constructivist on-
tology, chooses to focus on region-building 
narratives, not regions themselves, ending up 
not fitting in any of the observed models, be-
ing thus represented in the literature map at 
an observational point outside the matrix de-
fended by Tassinari (2004).

Even so, considering the dilemmas cre-
ated by the vastness of existing approaches, 
the adoption of the concept of imagined 
communities built through speech acts 
seems to be an effective and elegant solution 
to study regions. From this standpoint, all 
the assumptions of other theories about the 
regional phenomenon maintain analytical 
validity by being converted into instruments 
by which the regions are thought and, conse-
quently, constructed. Moreover, the region-

building approach provides a solid theoreti-
cal framework for exploring the genealogy 
of regions, questioning the role and posi-
tion of each actor in relation to the regional 
nature of a given space, how the posture of 
these actors varies over time, the content of 
the alleged basis of existence for the region 
and its very raison d’être. It is interesting to 
note that, by focusing on region-building 
narratives, Neumann’s approach does not 
only allow us to study region-building proj-
ects that have been successful (i.e., the ones 
that were actually able to build an imagined 
community understood as a region), but also 
projects that failed to produce the expected 
results, which suggests the existence of an 
interesting subfield of research practically 
unexplored by the existing literature.

However, despite its theoretical advances, 
in empirical terms Neumann (1994; 2003) 
limits his examples to Northern Europe, the 
region he is most familiar with. Therefore, 
he does not develop in-depth efforts to pro-
duce a methodology capable of implement-
ing his approach in any region. In this sense, 
the present article sought to systematize the 
region-building approach through the devel-
opment of four analytical dimensions which, 
through a generalizing and inclusive logic in 
relation to the assumptions of other theories 
of regional phenomenon, allow us to analyze 
the discourse of any actor and, from this, de-
rive the design of the regional space defended 
by this actor in their discourse. This article 
argues that, through the systematic analysis of 
the discourse of the actors considered relevant 
in the creation of a regional space, compared 
over time and guided by these four dimen-
sions, it is possible to safely infer the ideal-
ized center of a region and the actors whose 
discursive action most influenced the creation 
of this imagined community.
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Abstract

What makes a region: establishing analytical dimensions for the application of neumann’s region-building approach

This article proposes some reflections on the theoretical findings of the Region-Building Approach defended by Iver 
Neumann (1994; 2003), noting that, although its ontological approach is the most adequate to study region-building 
processes in the field of International Relations, its methodological aspects have been underdeveloped until now. The ar-
ticle uses a bibliographical review to locate itself in the literature on regions as a whole and, from the reflections obtained, 
suggests advances. A refinement of Neumann’s theory is presented, focusing on contributing to the development of more 
consistent methodologies for research that use it and four analytical dimensions to study regional narratives are suggested. 
It is argued that, based on the four analytical dimensions proposed, it is possible to safely infer the idealized center of a 
region and the actors whose discursive action most influenced its creation as an imagined community.
Keywords: Region-Building Approach; Regions; Region Building; Regionalisms; Imagined Communities.

Resumo

O que cria uma região: estabelecendo dimensões analíticas para a aplicação da abordagem de construção regional de neumann

O artigo propõe algumas reflexões sobre os achados teóricos da Abordagem de Construção Regional defendida por 
Iver Neumann, notando que, embora sua abordagem ontológica seja a mais adequada para estudar processos de cons-
trução regional no campo das Relações Internacionais, seus aspectos metodológicos foram pouco desenvolvidos até o 
momento. O artigo recorre à revisão bibliográfica para se situar na literatura sobre regiões como um todo e, valendo-se 



28

das reflexões obtidas, sugerir avanços. É apresentado um refinamento teórico da abordagem defendida por Neumann, 
focando em auxiliar o desenvolvimento de metodologias mais consistentes para pesquisas que a apliquem, sugerindo 
quatro dimensões de análise para estudar narrativas regionais. Defende-se que, utilizando como apoio as quatro di-
mensões analíticas propostas, é possível inferir com segurança sobre o centro idealizado de uma região e os atores cuja 
atuação discursiva mais influenciaram na criação dessa comunidade imaginada.
Palavras-chave: Abordagem de Construção Regional; Regiões; Construção Regional; Regionalismos; Comunidades Imaginadas.

Résumé

Qui cree une region: l’etablissement des dimensions analytiques pour l’application de l’approche de construction regionale 
de neumann

Cet article propose quelques réflexions sur les conclusions théoriques de l’approche de construction régionale défendue 
par Iver Neumann, en notant que, bien que son approche ontologique soit la plus adéquate pour étudier les processus 
de construction régionaux dans le domaine des relations internationales, les aspects méthodologiques ont été peu dé-
veloppés jusqu’à présent. On a utilisé la révision bibliographique pour comprendre la littérature sur les régions comme 
un tout et, à partir des réflexions obtenues, on suggère des avancées. Un raffinement théorique de l’approche préconi-
sée par Neumann est présenté, axé sur l’aide au développement de méthodologies plus cohérentes pour les recherches 
qui l’appliquent et en suggérant quatre dimensions analytiques pour étudier les récits régionaux. Il est soutenu que, sur 
la base des quatre dimensions analytiques proposées, on peut inférer en toute sécurité le centre idéalisé d’une région et 
les acteurs dont l’action discursive a le plus influencé la création de cette communauté imaginée. 
Mots-clés: Approche de Construction Régionale; Régions; Construction Régionale; Régionalismes; Communautés Imaginées.
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