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From Geopolitics To Post-Structuralism: Ontological 
Typology Of Region Formation In International 
Relations

Abstract: Although there is a clear rise in academic 
interest in region formation, theoretical approaches 
to the topic vary greatly, stemming from geopolitical 
identifications of objective regional boundaries, through 
functionalist ideas of regional linkages, to post-structur-
alist ideas about fluid regional belonging. This article 
provides a typology of region formation approaches, 
based on the ontological assumptions of its authors. The 
typology is based on two main debates within contem-
porary international relations ontology: regarding the 
basic components of reality (material vs. ideational) and 
regarding the status of theories (transfactual vs. phenom-
enalist). The presented matrix provides an ideal-typical 
position for each of these four iterations and illustrates 
its viability in the case of region formation literature on 
the Asia-Pacific. Doing so, the text contributes to (meta)
theoretical discussions of how regions are formed while 
at the same time illustrating the often-overlooked stories 
of region formation.
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Introduction

It is becoming increasingly clear that although we 
have witnessed several decades (or even centuries) 
of globalization, regions and regionalisms are more 
important than ever. A number of analysts have 
pointed this out. Barry Buzan (2012) noted that 
regions act as a “central feature” of international 
relations (IR) and a regional perspective “may tell 
us more about the current transformation of inter-
national society” than the study of superpowers. 
Amitav Acharya (2018) has argued that due to the 
gradual decline of American power in the world, 
research should revolve around “regional worlds” 
to better grasp the influence of regionalism in world 

politics. The rise of regionalism, as Borzel and Risse 
(2016) claim, has been clearly visible in the growing 
IR literature on the topic, signified by the works of 
Katzenstein (2005), Lake and Morgan (1997), Solin-
gen (1998), Söderbaum and Shaw (2003), Acharya 
(2007, 2009), van Langenhove (2011), Wunderlich 
(2016), Spandler (2018), Bilgin and Futák-Campbell 
(2021), Prys-Hansen, Burilkov, and Kolmaš (2023), 
Prys-Hansen and Frazier (2024), and others.

Despite this enhanced attention to regionalism and 
region formation, however, the literature has not 
come to a consensus on how regions are created 
and maintained. Indeed, especially due to the ris-
ing complexity of IR thought through efforts at its 
decolonization and multiculturalization (Blaney and 
Tickner 2017, Brunner 2021), it is understandable 
that there will be varied interpretations of region 
construction and consolidation. Ranging from geo-
political and realist thought highlighting the role of 
objective boundaries and power projections (Gilpin 
1987, Hurrell 2005), through the liberalism-de-
rived theories of European integration such as (neo)
functionalism and federalism that highlight the finer 
processes of integration (Mitrany 1966, Rosamond 
2000, Hettne and Söderbaum 2008), institutional and 
regime theories focusing on changes in state prefer-
ences (Mansfield and Milner 1997), to constructivist 
accounts of regional security complexes and com-
munities (Buzan and Waever 2003) and post-struc-
tural visions of regional fluidity (Jessop 2003), a 
plethora of authors have provided us with a palette 
of worldviews on the topic.
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While these may be converging as some authors 
have claimed (Soderbergh 2011 has, for instance, 
argued that most scholars engaged in the contem-
porary debate agree that there are no natural or 
‘scientific’ regions, and that those definitions of a 
region vary according to the particular problem or 
question under investigation), the range of problems 
and questions that analysts use to undertake their 
research of regionalism remains significantly wide, 
leading to increasingly broad identifications of re-
gions and their composition.

For example, focusing on political economy and the 
flows of material goods would likely identify dif-
ferent regions than focusing on shared history and 
cultural links. But the divisions run deeper than a 
simple distinction between issue areas around which 
regions are formed. The divisions go directly into 
the ontological assumptions regarding the discipline 
that the authors hold. For many of the rationalist 
thinkers, regions remain definable by objective 
criteria such as trade flows and spheres of influence. 
For the more constructivist and critical authors, 
regions are mere political or discursive creations 
without any reference to objective reality (Zarakol 
2022, van Langenhove 2011, Neumann 2003). While 
this debate might seem purely academic, as many 
post-structuralist authors have already pointed out, 
the way we see (and narrate) the world has deep 
consequences for the shape it turns out to be (Neu-
mann 2009).

In other words, the way we speak about regions has 
a direct influence on how they shape up political-
ly. Moreover, the distinct identification of regions 
reaches far beyond the focused regionalism litera-
ture. The ontological and epistemic roots are visible 
in all parts of international relations that in any way 
touch on the existence of regions. Speaking about 
the European Union as a group of states, contrary to 
speaking about it as a singular entity, presupposes 
distinct assumptions about the role of actors in in-
ternational relations. Understanding the varieties of 
these assumptions is thus essential for navigating our

way through the distinct discipline that IR is (Wight 
2006).

It is the aim of this article to review the theoretical 
foundations of region formation and consolidation 
and attribute them to an original ideal type matrix 
based on differing ontological positions of their 
authors. In line with the contemporary interest of IR 
ontology scholarship (Jackson 2011, Lake 2011), 
the typology is based in the distinction of material 
vs. ideational and transfactual vs. phenomenalist 
approaches. This metatheoretical typology aims to 
provide a complex, yet comprehensible, illustration 
of different modes of understanding regional dy-
namics. In particular, it allows us to 1) make sense 
of the varied ideas about what regions constitute the 
world that certain agents hold and 2) illustrate that 
there are various ideas of region formation, that are 
ultimately linked to inherent objectives of actors 
that pursue them. While the aims of the article are 
purely (meta)theoretical, the typology thus can help 
us navigate both theoretical and empirical dynamics 
of region transformation that are happening in the 
world right now, while at the same time allowing us 
to identify and bring to light the marginalized narra-
tives of region formation.

After presenting the ideal types of ontologies of 
region construction, this article tests the typology on 
the contending interpretations of region formation 
in the Asia-Pacific by categorizing the dominant 
visions for regional orders in Asia according to the 
authors’ ontological assumptions. I have chosen the 
Asia-Pacific for three particular reasons. First, Asian 
regions are utmost political constructs derived from 
centuries of great power incursions (see Zarakol 
2022). Second, for large parts of the post-WW2 his-
tory, general IR theories have been used to identify 
and solidify regional orders in Asia, further stripping 
Asian countries of their agency (Hemmer and Kat-
zenstein 2002). Third, there has been a recent discus-
sion in theory and practice of IR that has attempted 
to redefine the region as “Indo-Pacific” (Kolmaš, 
Qiao-Franco and Karmazin, 2024). While it is not 
the aim of this paper to revisit this discussion, this 
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shows that regional demarcations in Asia are flexible 
and prone to change even to this day.

Presenting the Typology

Ontology is the study of the essence of being. In the 
discipline of international relations, ontology has 
been increasingly defined in contemporary litera-
ture by two broad questions: what is the essence of 
reality (who are the actors –individuals? structure? 
ideas? practices? matter?) and what is the status of 
theories – are they transfactual, meaning that they 
are based on the real experiences of structures that 
generate observable things that we may then study, 
or are they phenomenalist, meaning that they are 
based on the scholar’s experiences and not rooted 
in any further claim about something really existing 
outside of those experiences (Jackson 2011, Lake 
2011 and 2013)?

The first debate has been heavily represented in the 
so-called fourth great debate in IR theory, that was 
waged between the positivists and the reflectivists 
in the 1980s and 1990s. It focuses on several ques-
tions regarding the essential components on which 
the reality of international relations is built (Wendt 
1987). Initially, the debate revolved around the 
famous agent/structure divide, in which agent-based 
realist and liberal theories became increasingly crit-
icized by their neo-variants as well as many of the 
post-positivist theories (post-structuralism, postmod-
ernism, feminism) that argued that the theory and 
practice of IR rests on structural assumptions, and 
that state policies only can be explained with regard 
to international systems (be it the systems of power 
distribution or the systems of meaning-making). 
While this discussion is sometimes still reflected 
in the IR debates, since the constructivist incursion 
linking agents to structures into hermeneutic circles, 
it has become increasingly clear that neither of these 
ideal points fully represented the political realities 
of the discipline. Trownsell has recently made this 
point clear (2022: 801), by arguing that the idea that 
global politics are constituted through actors beyond 
the human, which was largely introduced into the 

field by social constructivism, is now evident in the 
field and has been increasingly prominent with the 
rise of disciplinary globalization.

Yet while we increasingly acknowledge the co-con-
stitution of social reality by agents and structures, 
the question of whether these constitutive structures 
for the practice of IR are ideational or material 
remains alive and well to this day. The theoretical 
distinction between rationalist paradigms such as 
realism, liberalism, and their neo-variants—Marx-
ism and others that understand the world to be 
underlined by material assumptions (such as history, 
economics, or the simple amount of weapons)—and 
ideationalist ones that see ideational structures (per-
ceptions, identities, norms and the like) as key to our 
understanding of the world continues to be heavily 
represented in contemporary IR literature (see Knio 
2022, Castro Moreira 2021).

It is by no means the aim of this article to go into 
the details of these debates beyond the few para-
graphs above, but they are presented to provide the 
rationale for why the material-ideational distinc-
tion comprises the first component of the presented 
typology. Material ontology entails theories and 
authors that usually understand essential, tangible 
and relatively unchangeable factors as decisive in 
region formation. These may mean apparent existing 
geographical boundaries such as mountain ranges 
that separate regions, power spheres and zones of in-
fluence as well as measurable economic ties between 
particular countries. For many, these have formed 
a “substance” of region formation that has had an 
indispensable role in the consolidation of regional 
frameworks (Buzan, Weaver and de Wilde 1997, 
Hemmer and Katzenstein 2002, Buzan and Zhang 
2014, Kolmaš, Qiao-Franco and Karmazin 2023).

Ideational ontology, on the other side of the spec-
trum, resides in the idea that all attributes of the 
system, even though physically apparent, only make 
sense when perceived by cognitive agents. Social 
norms and identities define the way in which mate-
rial is perceived. Rivers can be perceived as bound-



APJ | JF   22 | 6 | 1

4

aries, but also as veins of social ecosystems around 
which civilizations emerge. Mostly linked with the 
varieties of social constructivism and post-positiv-
ist theories, ideational approaches are interested in 
regional belonging, identification, and narratives 
that, according to them, define the place of actors 
in reality (Waever 2000, Tickner 2013). Contrary to 
the materialist assumptions defined above, ideational 
ontology does not speak in terms of substances, and 
assumes change, rather than continuity, to be the 
defining factor of regional belonging. This materi-
al-ideational distinction will provide the first two 
ideal points in the presented typology.

The second great discussion in contemporary ontolo-
gy, according to Jackson (2011), revolves around the 
status of each particular theoretical approach. The 
transfactual vs. phenomenalist distinction in many 
ways copies the positivist vs. reflectivist/post-pos-
itivist debate on the discipline’s epistemology and 
discusses the possibility of objective (essentialist) 
causality in social sciences. Transfactual theories/
approaches (most of the positivist ones) argue that 
there is observable knowledge generated outside of 
the researcher’s perceptions. Since this knowledge/
reality is objective, it can be studied similarly to how 
the natural sciences approach real world phenome-
na. These approaches have generated generalizable 
assumptions and hypotheses and have tested them to 
produce replicable scientific outcomes (i.e., dem-
ocratic peace theory). Phenomenalist approaches 
(most reflectivist theories), on the other hand, reject 
any possibility of causality in social reality and 
argue that there is no objective, outside knowledge 
that can be discovered. They have thus focused on 
constitutive relationships and tried to understand, 
rather than explain, social events in their unique 
circumstances.

Linking this debate to region formation, the question 
is whether there are objective, largely unchang-
ing characteristics of regions, or whether regional 
boundaries are fluid and prone to change with the 
change of social circumstances (usually in the form 
of dominant narratives). The former has been heav-

ily linked with traditional geopolitical studies of 
region formation, especially those of the Anglo-Sax-
on geopolitical school (Halford Mackinder, Nicho-
las Spykman, Alfred Mahan, and others) and their 
followers. That said, a significant part of more up-
to-date approaches, building on realism, liberalism, 
and other positivist theories (Mitrany, Waltz, Gilpin, 
Mearsheimer, etc.), have continued in this tradition, 
albeit in different terms—focusing on measurable, 
tangible factors such as power distribution and 
spheres of influence, but increasingly also applying 
these approaches to intangible assets such as nation-
al and strategic cultures. For transfactualists, regions 
are usually essential, that is, defined by unchanging 
characteristics. If change happens, it may be due 
to structural shocks such as wars or a new division 
of power (Widmaier, Blyth, and Seabrook 2007), 
or slow onset developments like profound cultural 
change (Widmaier and Park 2012).

Contrary to transfactualism, phenomenalist ap-
proaches stress the impossibility to separate theory 
and practice, as well as the theorist and the theory. 
This strand of literature on region formation has 
revolved around the notion that various modes of 
regional demarcation are inextricably linked to the 
positionality of the observers and their perceptions 
vis-a-vis the regional space. Usually relying on re-
flectivist epistemology, these studies have highlight-
ed the role of identity, storytelling, and other ide-
ational factors and processes in fostering regions and 
posited that there are many ways in which regions, 
states, and communities in general exist. The same 
community may be understood differently when 
seen from within and from outside, and the self/
other distinction plays a large role in this identifica-
tion. That said, there is no consensus on whether the 
relationship between identity and region formation 
is exclusive or inclusive, that is, whether identity is 
just one among several factors (including material 
ones such as wealth-seeking or power assumptions, 
see Berenskoetter 2010, Guillaume 2011, Kolmaš 
2020) that influence region consolidation, or wheth-
er a region only exists in the imageries of actors 
and not outside of it. The Copenhagen school of 
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constructivism (i.e., Buzan 2012) has pioneered the 
former, while the recent post-structural literature has 
offered explanations in line with the latter (Neumann 
1998, Hagstrom and Gustafsson 2015). The division 
between transfactual and phenomenalist approaches 
forms the second pair of ideal types for the presented 
typology.

Linking the materialist-idealist and transfactual-phe-
nomenalist ontological assumptions creates four dis-
tinct ideal positions linking the two great ontology 
debates in IR. These are indeed ideal types, meaning 
they do not necessarily have to be represented fully 
in reality (IR research). They should be understood 
as two axes, along which actual IR research re-
volves. In the top-left quadrant, transfactual and ma-
terial positions link to illustrate a position of regions 
as objective material denominations. Building on ra-
tionalist material theories, this position assumes that 
regions exist outside of the observers’ perceptions 
and are easily distinguishable based on their existing 
preconditions. They are defined by their material 
conditions such as mountain ranges, river flows, but 
also on tangible yet political conditions such as pow-
er distribution and economic interdependence.

The bottom-left ideal position in the typology refers 
to transfactual and ideational assumptions of region 
formation. This position assumes that regions are 
created and maintained by relatively unchangeable, 
yet ideational (rather than material) conditions such 
as shared cultures and religions. Culture of states 
is understood in essentialist terms, according to 
prevailing and measurable patterns of behavior and 
institutions rather than by intangible features such 
as the perceptions of self and other. Samuel Hun-
tington’s seminal piece the Clash of Civilizations 
(1996), which divided regions based on their cul-
tural characteristics, is perhaps the clearest exam-
ple of this ideal point, but Geert Hofstede’s (1998) 
typology of national cultures falls within the same 
category. One could perhaps argue that even Amitav 
Acharya’s groundbreaking work on region forma-
tion in Southeast Asia places culturally-derived 
social norms on top of the pyramid of region form-

ing factors, although arguably it is distinct from the 
more essentialist views of Huntington and Hofstede. 
Similarly to material-transfactual positions, only 
limited change is envisioned for regions formed in 
this way, as according to these authors changing cul-
tures and religions is a slow and uncertain process. 
Both culture and religion are assumed to be distinct 
and exclusively shared by the whole civilizational/
regional structures, and therefore they create borders 
and exclude those that do not belong to them.

The top-right position links phenomenalist and 
material ontological assumptions. While speaking in 
terms such as identity, memory, and belonging, and 
understanding the connections between such intangi-
ble concepts and state policies (as well as individual 
and collective perceptions), these approaches give 
greater agency to culture and advocate for greater 
flexibility in these concepts compared to the trans-
factual/ideational position. That said, they under-
stand ideational concepts as an addition to existing 
material realities rather than categories on their own. 
The Constructivist school of Japan’s foreign policy 
(Katzenstein and Okawara 1993; Berger 1998) has 
for instance argued that Japan’s post-war pacifist 
Constitution has instilled antimilitarist norms into 
Japanese foreign policymaking. Yet these norms by 
themselves cannot fully explain Japan’s behavior 
and need to be understood in a broader set of Japan’s 
positioning in the international system. Linking this 
theoretical position to region formation, while per-
ceptions are important in this constitutive process, 
they form another set of independent variables that 
help to explain why certain regions emerge and oth-
ers do not. In many ways, however, these approaches 
share some central assumptions with positivist-ma-
terial theories, such as the primacy of anarchy in 
world politics and the important role of tangible fac-
tors. Conventional constructivism (as pioneered by 
Wendt, Katzenstein, Berger, and others) is the prime 
example of this ideal position.

Finally, the bottom-right position denotes the com-
bination of phenomenalist and ideational ontological 
positions. The most radical of the four, this position 
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entails post-structural and other reflectivist works 
that understand regions to be inherently flexible and 
constantly changing. The positionality of the agents 
is central to their assumptions of regional change, 
and regions may emerge or cease to exist as soon as 
social conditions conducive to their formation alter. 
Whether a country belongs to, for instance, Western 
or Eastern Europe does not depend on its geograph-
ical placing or shared culture, but on the prevailing 
hegemonic narrative of that time. Othering acts as 
the most frequent process of regional demarcation, 
and all regions are understood to be political rather 
than objective creations. See the typology below.

 
Figure 1: Typology of region formation ontologies

The Typology of Region Formation Ontology and 
the Asia-Pacific

Having identified the most prominent types of region 
formation literature, the paper now turns to demon-
strate its applicability on the various literatures of 
regional demarcation in the broader Asia-Pacific 
region. The demarcations of Asian macroregions are 
complex and constantly evolving, depending on the 
political will, norms diffusion and power distribution 
over the broad area. I have chosen the regional term 
“Asia-Pacific,” because, contrary to other possible 
ways of addressing the region (ie. East Asia, South-

east Asia, Indo-Pacific), it is a relatively coherent 
category, that, albeit being socially constructed, 
encompasses most of the relevant actors, including 
all East and Southeast Asian states, but also the 
United States, Australia and New Zealand, that are 
inseparable from the evolution of regional political 
and economic systems (see He and Feng 2020). Fur-
thermore, contrary to the trending conception of the 
Indo-Pacific, the Asia-Pacific is significantly more 
institutionalized in both political and economic ties, 
and therefore actually functions as a region rather 
than a geopolitical imagination (Kolmaš, Qiao-Fran-
co and Karmazin 2024).

Over the course of the last several decades, the 
Asia-Pacific has emerged as perhaps the most in-
triguing region for IR analysts. Undergoing dramatic 
changes in terms of economic development, political 
institutions, and regional security dynamics, many 
theorists have tried to analyze the evolving boundar-
ies of the region. And yet, the story of Asia-Pacific 
regionalism is quite complicated. During the Cold 
War, there was virtual nonexistence of regional co-
operation due to several interrelated factors includ-
ing divided spheres of influence between the two 
major superpowers, the legacy of Japanese imperial-
ism, and the lack of leadership among Asian powers 
(Dieter 2007, He and Inoguchi 2011, Beeson 2014, 
He and Feng 2020).

In the 1990s, things began to change. The gradual 
incorporation of China into the world economic and 
political system, together with the disappearance of 
structural boundaries after the dissolution of the So-
viet bloc, and a growing willingness of many parties 
in Asia to lead regional integration, led clearer re-
gional demarcations to emerge. The Organization of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) consolidated the 
political creation of Southeast Asia and established 
several institutions on ASEAN’s blueprint, including 
the East Asian Summit, ASEAN Regional Forum, 
and ASEAN+ platform (Dent 2016). Elsewhere, 
Japan, Australia, and the United States pursued the 
establishment of regional economic cooperation in 
Asia-Pacific Economic Community (APEC) that has 
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significantly helped to reduce trade barriers over the 
largely defined region, but has also had a vital role in 
the consolidation of the Asia-Pacific.

Recently, the new Indo-Pacific narrative has become 
widely shared among policymakers and IR theorists. 
Kickstarted by the late Japanese Prime Minister 
Shinzō Abe’s idea of the Free and Open Indo-Pacif-
ic, the new regional demarcation was soon picked 
up by the former U.S. president Donald Trump, 
who inserted the term into American security strat-
egy. Many others, including many European states 
(together with the European Union), have produced 
their own Indo-Pacific strategies, replicating the 
discourse set by Abe. Several regional institutions 
were formed on the Indo-Pacific basis, including 
the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad) and the 
Australia-United Kingdom-United States security 
cooperation (AUKUS, see Koga 2020). While the 
Indo-Pacific was readily applauded by many of the 
“allied” powers of the U.S.-led security community, 
many others have trouble accepting this new polit-
ical construct. China understood the region as an 
attempt to curb its rise and ASEAN became worried 
about losing its central position in achieving regional 
cooperation and security.

The most relevant and widely cited analysts and IR 
scholars have provided us with various stories of 
Asia-Pacific regional formation. The top-left quad-
rant (transfactual – material type) has identified 
regions in the Asia-Pacific according to prevailing 
essential qualities often linked to power interests of 
major powers. The lack of region-building multilat-
eralism during the Cold War was understood to be 
a product of the U.S.-preferred bilateralist strategy 
that sedimented into a “hub and spoke” system. 
Superpower confrontation, especially between the 
U.S., China, and Russia, prevented the consolidation 
of broader regions in the Asia-Pacific. Only with 
the disappearance of the structural obstacles with 
the end of the Cold War did circumstances began to 
change, leading to a slow onset of regional group-
ings due to the pressures of balance of power politics 
(see Waltz 1982 and 1999, Nair 2009, Jones and 

Smith 2007, Mearsheimer 2010). That said, region-
alism remains shallow or limited to the economic 
sphere.

The bottom-left ideal type, linking transfactual and 
ideational ontological positions, shares the assump-
tions that regional formation and change is slow 
or conducted by structural shifts, and that there are 
tangible factors that constitute these changes. Con-
trary to the top-left position, however, ideationalists 
believe that it is not necessarily the distribution of 
material resources which defines region formation. 
Rather, it is the underlying cultural assumptions 
linked to particular societies, on which power poli-
tics are formed. These can be either simply cultural-
ly essentialist, defining divisions between exclusive 
cultures that lead to differences in policy preferences 
(Huntington 1996, Hofstede 1998), or based on so-
cial sources of national identities such as shared yet 
often exclusive norms of conduct (Acharya 2000, 
2018). Both of these—although in highly diversified 
ways—argue that regions in Asia were built on the 
basis of shared cultures and cultural norms that were 
defined within their particular territories. Acharya 
and Stubbs (2006, and many others) focus on the 
norms of ASEAN as region-building factors, while 
Huntington (1996) defines particular regions in Asia 
based on their religious roots, such as the Sinic one.

The top-right position, linking phenomenalist and 
material ontological assumptions, accepts many 
propositions of the material-transfactual position, 
such as primacy of power politics and anarchy in the 
international system. That said, it shows that there 
are other possible factors that constitute these essen-
tialist components. Identity is seen as an especially 
important one. In their seminal piece, Hemmer and 
Katzenstein (2002) asked why there is no NATO—
or a broader security community—in Asia like that 
which emerged in Europe. They argued that the U.S. 
racial prejudices of Asia of that time heavily contrib-
uted to Washington’s decision not to pursue a mul-
tilateral security arrangement in Asia similar to the 
one in Europe. Further studies have highlighted the 
role of historical memory in Asian region formation, 
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which has arguably limited the possibility of region-
al institutionalization following World War 2 (Hase-
gawa and Togo 2008, Shin and Schneider 2010).

Lastly, the bottom-right position, linking phenom-
enalist and ideational ontological assumptions, 
provides a completely distinct story of Asian re-
gionalism. Highlighting the constitutive elements 
of discourses and narratives, these theorists do not 
share the primacy of power settings as tools of 
region formation, and instead highlight political 
narratives, storytelling, myths, and identifications, 
which define how material power is perceived and 
applied. While there are some sedimented narratives 
(often called master narratives, see Hagstrom and 
Gustafsson 2019, Kolmaš 2022), such as the realist 
version of the rise of China, there are a plethora of 
counter-narratives that provide for an alternative 
reading of history. Building on the practice of other-
ing, they show that regions as well as state identities 
were formed in the process of differentiation vis-a-
vis various others, whether it be the West (Suzuki 
2015, Spivak 2004), backwards Asia (Tamaki 2015), 
their own temporal pasts (Hanssen 2019), or oth-
ers. Post-structuralists also highlight the variations 
within and between these regions, which are often 
overlooked by essentialists (Jackson 2003, Curam-
ing 2006). Because of these (rather than by structural 
shifts), regions are inherently unstable and contin-
uously changing, and any attempt to define them in 
essentialist terms is inevitably irrelevant.

Conclusion

Various ontological positions provide us with com-
pletely distinct stories of regional formation. Under-
standing—and acknowledging—that these positions 
exist allows us to better understand the varieties of 
ways in which agents define world politics. This ar-
ticle has put forward the argument that there are four 
distinct types of region formation ontologies accord-
ing to the transfactual-phenomenalist debate regard-
ing the status of theories and their epistemological 
assumptions, and the material-ideational debate 

Figure 2: Typology of Asian region formation 
ontologies

regarding the main building blocks of (social) reali-
ty.

How will this typology help us, and what does it 
contribute to existing debates on region formation? 
We believe that it does so in at least two interlinked 
ways. First, it allows us to make sense of the var-
ied ideas about what regions constitute the world. 
Visible in the several distinct ways in which the 
Asia-Pacific is defined, ontological positions condi-
tion authors into presenting regional demarcations 
that might be easily contradictory to others’ views. 
The use of specific terms such as East Asia, Asia-Pa-
cific, Indo-Pacific and the like, does not mean that 
these are objective categories according to which the 
region is defined. Instead, these terms are reflections 
of the motivations (be it instrumental, or subcon-
scious – derived from a certain discursive framing) 
of the actors that use them. Acknowledging this 
allows us to problematize the terminology that we 
make use of to explain world politics.

Second, the typology allows us to emancipate mar-
ginalized stories of region formation. Indeed, some 
of the region narratives are more dominant than 
others. For instance, over the last several years, the 
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Indo-Pacific has emerged as perhaps the most fre-
quent concept connected to Asian regional politics 
(see, i.e., He and Fang 2020). Other regional demar-
cations, including the Asia-Pacific, East Asia, and 
Southeast Asia have thus become significantly less 
represented in both official and unofficial discours-
es. Therefore, many actors that would prefer to use 
these alternative regional demarcations have found it 
increasingly difficult to do so. Even ASEAN, a pio-
neer of Southeast Asian, but also East Asian region-
alism, has eventually came up with an Indo-Pacific 
strategy. But illustrating the motivations that lead 
agents to propose these narratives also illustrates that 
this is just one among many positions that exist in 
both the theoretical literature and empirical politics.

This is especially important if we agree with the 
reflectivist assumptions that world politics are 
hidden within stories people say to make sense of 
reality. Speaking of the Asia-Pacific as a cauldron of 
power politics or a hub of future integration thus has 
a profound effect on practical policymaking. Un-
derstanding that this is so is the first step towards a 
much-needed reflection on the constitutive aspect of 
the discipline of international relations.
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