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FOREWORD

Standing at the threshold of 2026 and looking back, we see that international politics has long
since ceased to resemble the clear bipolar confrontation of the Cold War era. The shadow of
great-power competition, the spread of nontraditional security threats, and profound changes in
the global governance system together constitute a transformation unseen in a century. Against
this backdrop, the fate of small states appears more precarious than ever—and more worthy of
reflection. Yet Dr. Li Yuhong, the author of this book, offers a highly perceptive reminder that
small states are not merely passive recipients of international politics. Across the vast waters
of Southeast Asia and the South Pacific, groups of geographically proximate small states with
similar destinies have pursued two markedly different forms of regionalism through ASEAN and
the PIF, demonstrating two possible paths by which small-state coalitions can seek autonomy and
security amid pressure from great powers. Why has ASEAN become a model of regionalism while
the PIF has struggled to make headway? Why have similar starting points led to such different
destinations?

The book's central contribution lies in its bold effort to break free from the constraints of
"rationalism" in traditional international relations theory. Rather than reducing states to coldly
calculating "economic men," the author introduces a frequently overlooked yet crucial variable:
"emotion." By constructing a two-variable analytical framework of "trust and fear," the book
treats emotion as a systemic structural force and reveals that the formation and evolution of a
regional security community are, in essence, processes of cognitive interaction among regional
states concerning "trust" (reason and cooperation) and "fear" (emotion and threat). Like an
invisible hand, this "emotional structure" drives small states to choose between "banding together
for mutual security" and "depending on great powers." The book's theoretical innovation lies not
only in its new analytical framework but also in its rigorous empirical testing. Through an in-
depth comparison of ASEAN and the PIF from 1991 to 2025, the author clearly delineates two
markedly different evolutionary paths. Through the constructive interaction of a "high stock of
trust and moderate perceived fear," ASEAN gradually moved from a "centered (regional-power)
security complex" toward a "centered (institutional) security complex," thereby developing strong
autonomous normative power. By contrast, a "deficit of trust and misaligned fear" trapped the
PIF in a "dependent security structure," preventing its normative power from overcoming the
constraints of external dependence.

Particularly commendable is the book's refusal to stop at explaining the past; it also looks to the

future. In Chapter Five, the author innovatively incorporates China's Global Security Initiative



(GS]) into the analysis and examines how the GSI, as a new "environmental stimulus," intervenes
in and rewrites the existing emotional equation of small-state regionalism. The author argues that
the GSI's core task is to break the steady state in which small-state regionalism has long been
locked by either "fear of great-power competition" or "anxiety over dependence for survival," and
to facilitate a shift from a passive, "fear-driven" survival strategy toward a proactive development
paradigm of "security resonance.”" This analysis not only offers a new perspective on China's role
in global governance but also provides valuable theoretical guidance for small-state coalitions
seeking autonomous development amid a turbulent international order.

This book grew out of the author's conviction that existing international relations theories did
"not go far enough" in their explanations, and even more fundamentally from a young scholar's
commitment to and passion for academic truth. From his initial explorations at National Dong
Hwa University, through the rigorous training he received at Sun Yat-sen University and the
intellectual grounding he gained at Nanjing University, to his sustained work at Nanjing Normal
University, this academic journey across the Taiwan Strait has given the author a distinctive
perspective rooted on both sides of the Strait and looking out over Southeast Asia and the Pacific.
That perspective enables the book to move beyond a Western-centric narrative and to understand,
genuinely from the standpoint of the Global South, the survival strategies and agency of small
states. This is a work that combines theoretical depth with concern for real-world problems. It
provides not only new theoretical tools for scholars of international relations but also a profound
and illuminating analysis for policymakers, diplomatic practitioners, and all readers concerned
with the fate of small states and regional order. I believe that the publication of this book will
surely encourage further scholarly attention to and discussion of the important subject of "small-
state regionalism."

So much by way of a foreword.

Xu Kaiyi, Professor, School of Public Administration, Nanjing Normal University

Nanjing, May 18, 2026



PREFACE

As the morning light of 2026 falls across my desk and I look back on the past six months of
writing, this moment marks more than the completion of a postdoctoral research report; it feels
more like an extended conversation with the intellectual forebears of international relations theory.
As a young scholar working at the Center for East Asian International Studies in the School of
Public Administration at Nanjing Normal University, I have often asked myself late at night
whether international politics has another face beyond "the tragedy of great-power politics" and
"games of power." After the Cold War, the international order entered a transformation unseen in
a century, with uncertainty and risk rising sharply. Within this grand narrative, the small states of
Southeast Asia and the South Pacific did not become victims of great-power competition or silent
bystanders. Instead, through mechanisms such as ASEAN and the PIF, they sought to construct
regional orders of their own. Yet one stark fact demands attention: Why have geographically
proximate groups of small states with similar destinies followed markedly different paths? Why
has ASEAN become a model of regionalism while the PIF has struggled to make headway?
Traditional realist theory focuses on the distribution of material power but cannot explain this
outcome of "similar paths, different destinations." This is precisely the puzzle the book seeks to
solve: moving from the "iron cage of rationality" toward an "emotional structure."

This book arose from my pursuit of deeper explanatory power in existing international relations
theory. Earlier research often anthropomorphized the state as a purely rational "economic
man," reducing its behavioral logic to a calculation designed to maximize interests. Yet, as a
postdoctoral researcher who has experienced the vicissitudes of academic life, I know that human
society—including the state decision-making apparatus composed of human elites—is not so
coldly calculating. During my postdoctoral research, I attempted to break out of the iron cage
of "rationalism" by introducing a frequently neglected variable: "emotion" (fear). Looking back
from the vantage point of 2026 and taking the limitations in the development of international
relations theory as its point of departure, this study seeks to solve the central puzzle of why small
states with similar geographies and destinies create divergent regional orders. It breaks through
the constraints of traditional rationalism by constructing an analytical framework centered on
the emotional structure of "trust—fear" and treating emotion as a systemic driving variable. One
of the book's central contributions is this two-variable analytical framework of "trust and fear."
It is not a psychological reduction; rather, it treats "emotion" as a systemic structure. I argue
that the formation and evolution of a regional security community are, in essence, processes

of cognitive interaction among regional states concerning "trust" (reason and cooperation) and



"fear" (emotion and threat). Like an invisible hand, this "emotional structure" drives small states
to choose between "banding together for mutual security" and "depending on great powers." The
book concludes that the constructive interaction of a high stock of trust and moderate perceived
fear propelled ASEAN toward an institutionalized security complex, whereas a deficit of trust
and misaligned fear trapped the PIF in a dependent security structure. This study offers a new
theoretical perspective and empirical basis for understanding the construction of autonomous

regional orders in the Global South.



SUMMARY

International politics changed profoundly after the end of the Cold War. The United States
gradually moved from a position of unchallenged primacy toward a world marked by the rise of
multiple powers, while numerous "strategic surprises" occurred with increasing frequency. As
risks and threats in international society steadily increased, the international order became ever
more unstable amid a transformation unseen in a century. To address growing uncertainty and
the restructuring of the balance of power, small states in Southeast Asia and the South Pacific
constructed regional security communities to safeguard their survival and development. This
also demonstrates that small states have begun to exercise their own agency and use collective
identity to gain a degree of security amid great-power competition. The central question of this
study is as follows: After the Cold War, small states in various regions began jointly constructing
their own regional orders and regional security communities, but why was ASEAN relatively
successful while the neighboring PIF was relatively unsuccessful? Combining logical inference
with case-based verification, this study argues that ASEAN developed its distinctive regionalism
and ASEAN norms in the post—Cold War period because the forces driving ASEAN and the
PIF followed different trajectories, resulting in divergent paths of regional integration, forms of
security community, and development of normative power. At the same time, small states adopt
different strategies of collective action under different geopolitical conditions, which also leads
ASEAN and the PIF to engage in different forms of interaction with great powers.

Drawing on Regional Security Complex Theory as developed by the English School of
international relations, this study moderately adjusts several of its key variables, extracts trust
and fear as the two principal variables, and then attempts to construct a new theoretical model.
Incorporating both reason (trust) and emotion (fear), while also accounting for the distribution
of power in the international system and the type of security community, this model clarifies the
primary drivers of collective action by small states and the principal logic by which normative
power is generated. The study proposes 4 scenario-based hypotheses to explain the different
forms of security community commonly adopted by small states in the post—Cold War era;
these scenarios correspond to different patterns of regional integration and different degrees of
normative power. Moreover, rather than attempting psychological reduction, this study approaches
the Regional Security Complex through the lens of complexity science as a "cognitive-
adaptive system." Here, "trust" and "fear" are not projections of individual psychological
states, but an "emergent emotional structure" produced through the system's interaction with its

environment. Through the dual mechanisms of "assimilation" (absorbing environmental stimuli)



and "accommodation" (adjusting the system's structure), this structure sustains the system's
homeostasis and evolution.

To demonstrate the importance of the question posed in this study, the analysis first treats
ASEAN as a unit, examines the external environment it confronts and the evolution of its external
strategies, and explains in detail ASEAN's strategic environment in the post—-Cold War era. It then
analyzes how this strategic environment affects ASEAN member states, causing the two states
of trust and fear to circulate within the security community, and depicts the interaction between
trust and fear within the community and the external strategic environment. The analysis finds
that ASEAN was able to form a security community capable of engaging with great powers
primarily because the relatively high level of trust among its member states enabled it to construct
a more stable security community in its own way. Greater fear of actors outside the community,
meanwhile, produced more cohesive behavior and further encouraged ASEAN to shape regional
order more proactively. ASEAN's broad trajectory of transformation was as follows: "centered

n_n

(regional-power) security complex"—"standard security complex"—"centered (institutional) security
complex."

With respect to the PIF, this study likewise treats the Forum as a unit and explores changes in its
strategic environment as well as the interaction of trust and fear among its members. It finds that
although a certain degree of normative power and integration also existed in the South Pacific after
the Cold War, the region's security community more often took the form of cooperation between
the PIF itself and extraregional great powers. The key reason is that, although PIF members
had a high level of mutual trust, their fear of great powers outside the security community was
relatively low, which left the PIF with limited capabilities of its own. The PIF's broad trajectory of
transformation was as follows: "standard security complex"— "centered (regional-power) security
complex"— "super security complex."

By comparing representative cases, this study not only confirms the explanatory hypotheses
advanced above but also develops a new and deeper understanding of the forces driving the two
forms of regionalism represented by ASEAN and the PIF, their mechanisms of influence, and
the forms their security communities assume. Although regionalism has long been a widespread
phenomenon in international society, scholarship in China and abroad remains focused on the
European Union or on regionalism led by great powers, while research on regionalism composed
of small states remains inadequate. Reexamining small-state regionalism in the Indo-Pacific
during the post—Cold War period helps us understand small-state survival strategies in turbulent
times, how small-state coalitions counter asymmetric power structures, and the nature of state
interaction in international politics.

Overall, this study makes the following innovations. On the basis of the Regional Security
Complex Theory, it seeks to construct a new analytical model and verifies that model's theoretical

explanatory power. It analyzes, as comprehensively and systematically as possible, the security



communities and integration strategies formed by small states, thereby further extending the
depth and breadth of security community theory to a certain degree. It also attempts to analyze the
sources of the normative power of ASEAN and the PIF from a new perspective, offering a new

way to reconsider small-state regionalism and the current state of international politics.
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INTRODUCTION

Global governance is the effective management of global issues that fall outside the jurisdiction
of sovereign states, and it is also an inevitable consequence of globalization and global
development.!! As the global economy and global politics become increasingly integrated,
international society aspires to construct a system of governance that realizes world order by
maximizing the interests of all parties. Yet substantial disagreements persist in both academic
debate and political practice.”” Since World War II, regionalism has spread rapidly around the
world and become a fundamental trend in the development of the global order. Regionalism
enables the world to move beyond interstate politics and develop region-based modes of
interaction; it also allows regions to transcend the earlier nation-state framework and become
an indispensable component of global governance.”’ The first wave of regionalism arose and
developed with the establishment of the European Coal and Steel Community in 1951 and the
subsequent process of building the European Economic Community. The related body of theory
was known as integration theory or, more precisely, European integration theory. The development
of European integration theory can be divided into three stages: explaining European integration
after the 1960s, analyzing European Union governance after the 1980s, and constructing the
European Union after the 1990s. Compared with the later new regionalism and comparative
regionalism, regionalism in the first wave (or old regionalism) primarily referred to theories
explaining European integration, including federalism, neofunctionalism, and transactionalism."!
The practice of regionalism changed after the end of the Cold War and profoundly affected
international security. As the constraints of the international order loosened, states within regions
gained greater room for autonomous action. During the post—Cold War period, superpowers and
other major regional powers and actors—such as Japan, the United States, the European Union,
and Russia—showed relative restraint in intervening in affairs beyond their own regions. In this
period, the rise of new regionalism became the principal model of global-regional governance.
New regionalism is not a single, self-contained theory. Rather, it is an intellectual current that
emerged under the influence of a series of interrelated structural changes and processes—including
the collapse of bipolarity, accelerated economic globalization, instability in the international

trade order, the reconstruction of nation-states, and criticism of neoliberal economic and political
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