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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Regional economic cooperation has become a prominent feature of the 
global economic architecture in the post-Cold War era (e.g., Breslin and 
Higgott, 2000; Hettne, 2005; Wunderlich, 2007). Despite a major chal-
lenge to the European Union (EU) in 2016 through the unexpected 
Brexit vote,1 regional governance projects continue to proliferate in other 
regions. In Asia, the election of Donald Trump has seen the United States 
abandon the 12-member Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP). However, 
alternative vehicles for regional economic cooperation are gaining steam 
in Asia, such as the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)-
centered Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) trade 
agreement and China’s ‘Belt and Road’ interconnectivity project (Wilson, 
2015; Chacko and Jayasuriya, 2017). These add the previous regional ini-
tiative by ASEAN in bringing its ten member countries into an integrated 
market through the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) agreement. 
While these may be regional projects, the underlying political support for 
such initiatives comes from the social and political coalitions at the national 
level.

This book is concerned with analyzing the social forces and political 
coalitions driving regional integration projects in Asia. It asks which social 
forces, within the domestic political economy of Asian states, are driving 
governments to seek regional arrangements for economic governance. In 
particular, the book asks how the emergence, reorganization, and expan-
sion of capitalist class have conditioned political support for regional 
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